Photography in the Colonial Congo (1885-1960) by Colard, Sandrine Germaine Marie
  
 

















Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
Requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 
























        











Photography in the Colonial Congo (1885–1960) 
Sandrine Colard 
Historians of photography have generally represented colonial photography as a predictable and oppressive 
genre. Taking the Belgian Congo (1885–1960) as its subject, this dissertation argues that the medium has 
also been the instrument of a rapprochement between metropole and colony, not only in the hands of 
Europeans, but also in those of Africans, as the consequence of a long-lasting reaction against the worldwide 
diffusion of the so-called “Congo atrocities” pictures (1904–1908). Chapter One explores this pivotal 
episode in the history of photography. The exceptional violence of these images prompted the counter-
development of a representational ideal—the colonie modèle—that was deployed at two historical moments: 
first, in the interwar period with the illustrated magazine L’Illustration Congolaise, and after World War II 
with the governmental photographic service InforCongo. In Chapter Two and Three, the studies of 
L’Ilustration Congolaise and InforCongo trace how this colonial rapprochement was encouraged by 
increasingly representing Congolese décor and subjects as the mirrored image of Belgium, until it peaked in 
the late colonialism’s concept of a “Belgian-Congolese community.” Chapters Four and Five turn to 
Congolese family albums and queries how Africans’ self-representations sought to integrate—or not—the 
model colony. Based on research carried out in Belgium and in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, this 
dissertation is the first in-depth study of a history of photography in the Congo and the first comprehensive 
history of photography within a single colonial regime. Similarly, this project presents the first in-depth 
study of African family albums, examined in the multiple aspects that make up the significance of the 
photographic subject’s experience. Photography in the Belgian Congo developed in three contexts: 
European, African and colonial, which overlap but have usually been explored separately. This dissertation 
aims to weave together these different aspects, fully appreciating and integrating the vivid racial tensions 
 
 
inherent in a colonial system, but ultimately aspiring to complicate the visual colonial relations materialized 
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 On a hot day of the dry season in Kinshasa, I crossed paths with an enamored young Congolese 
couple in the beautiful park at Mount Ngaliema. Perched on a hill overlooking the Congo River, the site is 
one of very few quiet and airy spots in the city, and it is also very much charged with history. Named after 
the local chief who signed a “fraternity treaty” with the notorious explorer Henry Morton Stanley in 1881, 
Ngaliema is the birthplace of the city and a landmark in the chronicle of colonial occupation.  Since 
independence, the site has successively welcomed the sumptuous—and unapproachable—official residences 
of the Congo presidents Mobutu Sese Seko and Kabilas, both father Laurent-Désiré and son Joseph. 
Reopened to the public in 2010, the area contains much to please the rare tourist and the even rarer stroller, 
including lavish old trees, the Institut des Musées Nationaux du Congo, the Théâtre de Verdure—a magnificent 
Greco-Roman style amphitheater—an open-air museum of murals and colonial-era statues, as well as the 
ancient cemetery of colonial pioneers beyond which a military domain forbids further penetration. While I 
sat enjoying the calmness of the place, I observed that the couple had momentarily ceased their strolling. 
The young man took his cell phone out of his pocket and posed his fiancée for a portrait. She arranged her 
hair, inclined her head a little and gave a smile, while he took several steps back to make sure that his 
photograph would encompass the totality of the monument chosen for the backdrop: the massive equestrian 
statue of King Leopold II of Belgium (fig.0.1). That in 2014 one of the most reviled protagonists of world 
imperial history served as the elected décor for a young Kinoise’s portrait is not the result of post-colonial 
amnesia—the removal of the statue had been a forcible act of Mobutu’s presidency in the late 1960s, and the 
monument’s very contested re-erection in 2005 had made headlines.1 In fact even at the time of 
independence, the less fortunate bronze cast of Stanley that today lies cast down on the ground a few meters 
                                                
1 The statue had actually found refuge in the Ngaliema park after it had been installed in the city center and 
removed less than 24 hours later, officially for a “cleaning operation.” See Johan Lagae, “From ‘Patrimoine 
partagé’ to ‘whose heritage’? Critical reflections on colonial built heritage in the city of Lubumbashi, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo,” Afrika Focus 21, no.1 (2008), 13. 
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from his royal master was a popular background for portraits of Congolese families in transit in the capital 
(fig. 0.2). These photographic scenes completely frustrate the expected antagonism towards the imperial 
past’s vestiges, and baffle the still-dominant understanding of past and present African photographic 
practices—whether artistic or vernacular—as essentially seeking to compensate or oppose a persistent 
“colonial gaze” understood as unilaterally oppressive and demeaning. 
This dissertation traces a history of photography in the colonial Congo that tries to unravel the 
complexities that such scenes lay bare. It focuses on European and African photographic production, and its 
form, use and circulation under the Belgian colonial rule (1885–1960) of the present-day Democratic 
Republic of the Congo. Colonial photography has long been assimilated to a debasing tool for racial 
stereotyping and exoticization, distant spaces’ imaginary possession, colonized Africans’ surveillance and 
imperial propaganda. The undeniable legitimacy of these grievances notwithstanding, this research aims at 
demonstrating that an examination of the photographic apparatus as deployed in the Belgian Congo shows 
that rather than being only and systematically divisive, colonial imaging there also became increasingly 
intended as an agent of proximity between metropole and colony, not only at the hands of Europeans, but 
also at those of Africans. In Part One, I begin by discussing the fundamental distance that characterized the 
Belgian-Congolese relation and the crucial role that photography played in that initial estrangement by 
recording the so-called “Congolese atrocities” under King Leopold II’s regime. Then I develop the idea that 
a rapprochement was encouraged by increasingly representing Congolese décor and subjects as the mirrored 
image of Belgium. Because of the unique and tragic circumstances of Belgian colonization’s early stages, I 
argue that this photographic dédoublement, rather than causing an alienating colonial uncanny,2 was on the 
contrary constitutive of a gratifying sense of home in the Congo, of a Heimlich rather than a Freudian 
                                                
2 See Hermann Wittenberg, “Occult, Empire and Landscape: The Colonial Uncanny in John Buchan’s 
African Writing,” Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History 7, no.2 (Fall 2006); Swati Chattopadhyay, 
Representing Calcutta: Modernity, Nationalism and the Colonial Uncanny (New York: Routledge, 2006). 
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Unheimlich. That photographic domestication was crystallized in the ubiquitous and pervasive self-praising of 
the Belgian Congo as a colonie modèle (model colony), and it is through this prismatic notion of the model—
as exemplary, as the molded object resulting from reproduction or imitation, and as a person or object 
posing for artistic capture—that I propose to engage the colonial Congo’s pictorial production at two 
historical moments—the interwar and post-1945 periods—illustrated by two photographic endeavors, the 
magazine L’Illustration Congolaise (1924–1940) and the state-sponsored photography agency InforCongo 
(1950–1968). 
 Part Two turns to the relation between the colonial photographic project and Congolese self-
portraiture. More precisely, it sets to complicate colonized Congolese’s photographic self-representations 
by considering them as active participants, albeit on crucially unequal terms, in what Deborah Poole has 
named the colonial “visual economy.”3 It seeks to study how photographs made by Africans of themselves 
sought to shape their place within the colonial society, as troubled and segregated as it was, rather than 
positing them exclusively as opponents of imperial visual culture. As South African artist William Kentridge 
has insightfully declared, images of colonial or apartheid eras cannot all been seen as “little morals or 
illustrations,” or as acts of resistance, but they all raise the question of “how it is that one is able to construct 
a more or less coherent life in a situation so full of contradiction and disruption.”4 Attempts—and failures—
at imprinting that coherence will be explored by examining the photographic object most often tasked with 
narrating people’s lives: the African family photo-album. 
A History of the Belgian Congo 
The Congo Free State: A Tale of a Colonial Dystopia (1885–1908) 
  The history of photography in the Congo written here does not take the traditional starting 
                                                
3 Deborah Poole, Vision, Race and Modernity. A Visual Economy of the Andean Image World (Princeton : Princeton 
University Press, 1997). 
4 Quoted in Okwui Enwezor, Rise and Fall of Apartheid: Photography and the Bureaucracy of Everyday Life 
(Munich, New York, London: Prestel, 2013), 20. 
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point of the first camera imported into the country, or that of the first picture ever registered in Central 
Africa. Rather, it begins with the photographic recording and at the time unrivaled diffusion of tragic events 
of early Belgian colonialism, a sort of pictured original sin that would irretrievably condition the 
development of the medium there. To this day, the dispute that surrounds these dramatic inaugural episodes 
remains unsettled, and their meanders necessitate a detailed and rigorous contextualization.   
 Belgian colonialism in Central Africa starts in 1885 with the creation of l’Etat Indépendant du 
Congo, or as usually translated, Congo Free State (CFS). The CFS was a modern political anomaly, born out 
of the pugnacious will of King Leopold II to secure a profitable colony for Belgium, a country born just 55 
years prior. His plans for the young nation had been frustrated by the skepticism of both his government and 
its people regarding what seemed to be a ruinous and quixotic enterprise.5  Therefore he resorted to his own 
wealth and extraordinary diplomatic finesse, as well as to a team of skilled collaborators and a fair amount of 
luck and bribery,6 to obtain from the Western powers recognition for his sovereignty over most of the 
Congo basin. The expeditions and signatures of treaties with local chiefs by the king’s most famous agent, 
the British explorer Henry Morton Stanley, had achieved the delimitation of a territory of some 2,345,000 
square kilometers, coextensive with the present day Democratic Republic of the Congo (fig.0.3). Seduced 
by Leopold’s philanthropic prose, his small kingdom’s reassuring political neutrality, and even more 
importantly by his promise of free trade for all in the Congo, the attendees of the 1885 Berlin Conference 
entrusted that huge portion of Central Africa to the Association Internationale du Congo, a “humanitarian 
and scientific” screen organization that would soon vanish in favor of its royal founder, making him in effect 
                                                
5 Jean Stengers, Congo. Mythes et réalités (Brussels, Racine, 2007), 20. 
6 Jules Marchal, E.D. Morel contre Léopold II. L’Histoire du Congo, 1900–1910. Volume 1 (Paris: L’Harmattan, 
1996), 12, 21. It is important to note that Jules Marchal was not a historian, but a former colonial civil 
servant later employed in Belgian diplomacy. His position gave him unprecedented access to colonial 
archives that he mined to write a series of books about the Leopoldian administration in the 1990s. 
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the “owner” of the Congo.7 
 Nevertheless, on the ground the monarch’s propriety was burdened by a weak and uneven 
territorial occupation by his agents, who were confronted by the unstable subjugation of Congolese. In 1888, 
a decree organized the state into eleven districts. Banana, Boma, Matadi, Cataractes, and Stanley Pool in the 
West were the most populated by Europeans but represented extremely little in terms of territorial surface, 
while the immense provinces of Kasai, Equateur, Ubangi-Uele, Aruwimi-Uele, Stanley Falls and Lualaba 
were “quasi unoccupied.”8 “At the Falls,” as Jules Marchal ironically points out, “vegetated two white guys at 
the mercy of Swahilis.” Therefore, in 1892, the State started a very bloody war against the so-called Swahili-
Arab traders and gradually secured additional regions with great difficulty.9 For instance, the future manna 
province of Katanga, previously named Lualaba where the powerful chief Msiri long resisted, was only 
subdued in 1908, but the Chokwe there did not lay down their arms.10 In total it would take no less than 
twenty years to more or less stabilize the state. 
                                                
7 This historical paragraph and the following are indebted to the works of Jean Stengers, Congo. Mythes et 
Réalités (Brussels : Racine, 2007), 45-99;  Jean Stengers and Jan Vansina, “King Leopold’s Congo,” in Western 
Aequatorial Africa, Cambridge Histories Online Cambridge University Press, 2008, 315-358; Jules Marchal, 
L’Etat Libre du Congo: Paradis Perdu, L’Historie du Congo 1876-1900 Vol.1 (Borgloon, Belgium : Editions Paula 
Bellings, 1996), 27 ; Guy Vanthemsche, Belgium and the Congo, 1885-1980 (Cambridge and New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012),14-27. 
8 Jules Marchal, L’Etat Libre du Congo, op. cit, 97. 
9 In 1892 the Basoko and Lusambo regions were conquered, while in the north Colonel Chaltin’s men took 
the Lado enclave in 1897. See Stengers and Vansina, op. cit, 331. Alphonse Vangele secured the Ubangi in 
1890, and that same year the king annexed what would become the 12th district, the Kwango Oriental, 
without however managing to stabilize his posts there until 1893. See Marchal, L’Etat Libre du Congo, op. cit, 
200–201. 
10 In 1891, the king had the Lusambo post created in the deserted district of Lualaba at the same time as the 
Lofoi post. That same year the private Compagnie du Katanga launched several expeditions, among them the 
Alexandre Delcommune expedition, famous for counting Joseph Conrad among its crew.  In 1900, the 
Compagnie had not yet succeeded in securing any Katanga posts, and the Lofoi post remained isolated. See 
Marchal, op. cit, vol.1, 203–204. As late as 1900, state forces had not penetrated into Kivu, whose 
inhabitants were still fighting back at the time of the 1908 Belgian annexation. In Kasai, after a peaceful 
cohabitation with Europeans that lasted until 1890, the Lulua’s chief Kalamba became the leader of 
insurrection against the CFS agents and their post at Makabwa, while the unarmed Luba were forced into 
collaboration or resignation. See Marchal, op.cit, 370–371. For long the Kuba kings of Central Kasai 
ignored foreigners and forbad access to their country, and in 1900 private companies still remained at the 
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 That same 1888 decree also established the Force Publique, a native army under the command of 
European officers. It perpetually suffered a shortage of troops, and the soldiers had to be recruited from 
abroad or inland by force.11 The military bases were concentrated near Boma, Irebu and Lisala. And even if 
unofficial detention places existed elsewhere, the CFS counted only two jails, one in Boma and the other in 
Stanleyville.12 Therefore the state’s control was exerted in a non-uniform geographical and temporal manner, 
and it had to struggle to maintain and expand its authority over the Congolese territory.  
 Similarly difficult was the economic sustenance of the state. In spite of the implantation of 
commercial companies, the first years of existence of the CFS were not only unprofitable but also brought 
the colony dangerously close to the bankruptcy, were it not for the generous loans allocated to it by the 
Belgian state.13 In another effort to salvage and maximize his colony’s economy, in 1891–1892 Leopold put 
in place the système domanial that ruled any bits of lands not directly cultivated by the indigenous population 
were considered “vacant” and declared property of the state. To implement this order, the Domaine de la 
Couronne was created in 1893, and only the Kasai district and the Kwilu basin initially remained open for 
private commerce.14 The consequences of that policy were manifold. First, in the majority of the state the 
free trade vowed by Leopold was de facto nil. Second, Africans in the concerned regions were largely 
dispossessed of their land and its natural resources, and their meager mode of subsistence became the forced 
labor and sale—under the guise of “taxes”—of their gathering of ivory and rubber to the state at a 
                                                                                                                                                        
periphery of their kingdom while state agents indirectly exacted taxes. See Jan Vansina, Being Colonized. The 
Kuba Experience in Rural Congo, 1880–1960 (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2010), 21–23; 
Marchal, op. cit, 371. 
11 Stengers and Vansina, op. cit, 330-331. 
12 Marchal, op. cit, 336. 
13 The Belgian government lent the CFS 25 million francs in 1890 and an additional 7 million in 1895. See 
Jean Stengers and Jan Vansina, “King Leopold’s Congo,” in Western Aequatorial Africa, Cambridge Histories 
Online Cambridge University Press, 2008), 318. 
14 These regions were then flooded with many companies like the Belgika, and in 1900, sixty factories were 
implanted in Kasai and Kwilu. Marchal, op.cit., 376. 
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ridiculously low price.15 When around 1896 the world’s demand for rubber exploded after John Dunlop’s 
invention of the pneumatic tire, the pressure for the material’s collection and its miraculous benefits became 
incredibly harsh, and the forced harvesting labor unsustainable.16  
 In order to help with land exploitation, the CFS government progressively leased—and 
administratively abandoned—vast regions to concessionary companies that on their own managed the 
Aruwimi, Bangala,17 Kwango and sections of the Equateur districts. Starting in 1896, the Compagnie du 
Lomami managed the basin of the same name in Aruwimi, and the Comptoir Commercial Congolais of the Abir-
Anversoise group, the Wamba basin in the Kwango district. Since 1892 the Société Anversoise had dominated 
most of the Bangala, while the Equateur was divided between the Anglo-Belgian Indian Rubber Company 
(ABIR), the SAB, the Société Equatoriale Congolaise (SEC), and the state. In 1901, the Comité Spécial du Katanga 
seized the Luluaba district. Later in 1902, the east of the Kwango and most of the Kasai finally came under 
the control of the Compagnie du Kasai, an aggregate of fourteen private companies and the state.18 
Progressively then, Leopold “entrusted most of his state to monopolistic organs, exploiting it in association 
with them.”19   
  Two of these concessionary companies, the Anversoise in the Mongala basin and the ABIR in the 
Maringa-Lopori basin in the north, came to epitomize the barbaric brutality of the system.20 Imitating 
                                                
15 Until 1894, ivory was the most coveted commodity, and its yearly production amounted to 220 tons. See 
Marchal, op. cit, 352. 
16 In 1901, Congolese exports of rubber reached 6000 metric tons, what corresponded to a tenth of the 
world production. Stengers and Vansina, op. cit, 319. Between 1900 and 1908, the rubber revenue 
oscillated between 40 to 50 million francs a year, mostly to the benefit of the king or the State. See Marchal, 
op. cit, 353. 
17 A 1895 decree had divided the Ubangi-Uele district into the Bangala and Ubangi sections. 
18 Because of the strong opposition of previously established commercial companies, the Dutch NAHV 
(Nieuwe Afrikaansche Handelsvereniging) and the Belgian SAB (Société Anonyme Belge) in the Lower 
Congo, that region was exempt from the domanial system, as was the Kasai until 1902. See Marchal, 26, 27.  
19 Marchal, 351–352. 
20 Marchal, 381–387. Nancy Rose Hunt explains, “Abir was founded as the Anglo-Belgian India Rubber and 
Exploration (ABIR) company in 1892. In 1898, at which time all British capital had been withdrawn, ABIR 
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practices established by the state, agents were paid commissions according to the quantity of rubber balls 
and ribbons brought to them by natives, and the latter were relentlessly harassed to perform this exhausting 
and dangerous work high in the trees.21 The companies had the right to keep their own militia, and they also 
used African armed auxiliaries called “sentries” to compel the population to work at derisory cost. Both the 
Force Publique’s soldiers and sentries became implacable tools of terror, and their actions resulted in an 
endless list of atrocities. Any resistance to forced labor or an inability to comply with the outrageous quotas 
of rubber was chastised by looting, the burning of villages, imprisonments, the capture of recruits, the 
kidnapping of women, children and chiefs who were held as hostages, sexual violence, massacre, summary 
executions and, finally, corporeal punishments and mutilations, some of which became infamously 
idiosyncratic to the CFS.  
 Public flogging with the chicotte, a whip made of twisted hippopotamus skin known for the 
particularly vicious pain it inflicted, could lead to death when the blows were administered in great numbers. 
In the CFS the rule for adults was to give between five and one hundred blows, and no more that fifty per 
day, without that regulation ever being strictly respected.22 In this way the Africans who resisted forced 
labor, and the so-called délinquants, that is, thieves, alleged sorcerers or adulterers, etc., were chastised.23 
Orphaned and “abandoned” children in the colonies d’enfants were not exempted from this kind of 
treatment.24 The other infamous physical abuse was the severing of natives’ hands. The practice developed in 
the context of rubber collection, and was mainly circumscribed in the Equator district and the region around 
                                                                                                                                                        
became Abir.” Nancy Rose Hunt, “An Accoustic Register. Rape and Repetition in Congo” in Imperial Debris. 
On Ruins and Ruination, ed. Ann Laura Stoler (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2013), 60. 
21 Marchal explains that the low salaries were not what attracted candidates to the CFS, but rather the 
commissions on the sale of ivory and later rubber. The bonuses were inversely proportional to the purchase 
price of the material gathered by the Congolese, which constantly pushed the agents to acquire bigger 
quantities at the lowest price. See Marchal, 212-213. 
22 Donatien Dibwe dia Mwembu, “La peine du fouet au Congo belge (1885–1960),” Les Cahiers de Tunisie 34, 
nos. 135–136 (1986), 129. 
23 Ibid. 
24 For them the rule was ten blows on the back. Donatien Dibwe dia Mwembu, op.cit, 130. 
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Lake Léopold II in the West.25 These disparities made Emile Vandervelde reminisce years later that one 
could “en étant rigoureusement vrai, dire beaucoup de bien et beaucoup de mal de l’Etat du Congo. Tout 
dépend de l’itinéraire que l’on suit, des régions que l’on traverse.”26 Contrary to popular belief, the 
severance of hands was not inflicted for not filling one’s quota of rubber. Rather, cutting off corpses’ hands 
was carried out to provide evidence to superiors of sentries and soldiers that bullets had not been wasted and 
had indeed been used to kill “recalcitrant” natives. Between 1893 and 1896 the notorious captain Fiévez was 
one of the most zealous implementers of this method.27 Cruelty was added to the macabre when living 
people were mutilated in the same way to cover up for ammunition used for hunting or simply lost.  In the 
end, the crushing work demand—not only for rubber, but also for portage duty or public construction 
work28—did not allow enough time for the cultivation of staple food crops, and the exhaustion, illnesses,29 
food paucity, dropping birth rate30 and demoralization, as well as murders at the hands of agents, sentries 
and soldiers caused a vertiginous decrease in the indigenous population.31  
                                                
25 Z.S. Strother, Humour and Violence. Seeing Europeans in Central African Art (Bloomington : Indiana University 
Press, upcoming). 
26 Emile Vandervelde, Souvenir d’un militant socialiste (Paris: Editions Denoel, 1939), 83. 
27 Stengers, 154-155; Marchal, 1996b, 335-346 ; Z.S. Strother, op. cit. 
28 The Congolese were requisitioned to provide firewood for steamers and to build stations, posts and 
railways, as well as to gather and transport their construction material. For instance, of the 7,000 working 
on the Matadi-Léopoldville railway line, only 1,500 survived. See Isidore Ndaywel è Nziem, Nouvelle 
Histoire du Congo (Brussels: Le Cri, 2009), 316. 
29 The unprecedented contact between diverse populations caused the introduction of new sexually 
transmitted diseases like smallpox, and of the most murderous, the sleeping sickness. For victims of the 
latter, for instance, a funeral for 503 was held at the mission of Berghe Sainte Marie on April 13, 1899. See 
Ndaywel è Nziem op. cit, 317. 
30  Just five years after the Congo’s annexation by Belgium, a survey was conducted that showed that “infant 
mortality rate was of 50, 75 and 90 percent in some areas.” The low fertility rate among the Congolese 
population was a constant until the 1920s, when it became an official concern for authorities because of the 
shortage of industrial labor requirement. See Nancy Rose Hunt, “Le Bébé en Brousse: European Women, 
African Birth Spacing and Colonial Intervention in Breast Feeding in the Belgian Congo,” The International 
Journal of African Historical Studies 21, No. 3 (1988), 402–403. 
31 A controversy rages among historians about the most adequate method of estimating the CFS death toll, 
and the appropriateness of describing the loss of life as a “holocaust.” The higher estimate calculates that in 
the context of rubber harvesting, the practice of forced labor and “cut hands” mutilations in the Congo Free 
State caused the extinction of ten million Congolese under Léopold’s rule, i.e. approximately half of the 
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 The amputated and beaten Congolese became the revolting photographic subjects of an international 
denunciation campaign, the Congo Reform Association, that brought down Leopold’s administration after 
four years of an intense and public battle of images, explored in chapter one. The outcome was the 
annexation of the CFS by the Belgian state in 1908; it was in this way that the Belgian Congo was born. 
The Belgian Congo: From the Creation of the Colonie Modèle to Independence (1908–1960) 
 The fundamental mission of the reprise—the takeover of the Congo by the Belgian state in 1908—
was to dismantle Leopold’s aberrant and murderous despotism by transforming the colony from the turf of 
the monarch, his inner circle, and a capitalist microcosm, into a fully Belgian national affair. The CFS’s 
sympathizers, and even its most resolute adversaries like the CRA, England, the United States, and 
individuals such as the socialist Emile Vandervelde, accepted the “Belgian solution”—albeit mostly 
reluctantly—as the best guarantee for tangible reforms.32 The source for all of this reform was the 
promulgation of the Charte Coloniale. This law immutably fixed the political organization of the Belgian 
Congo until its 1960 demise, and turned the page of the government’s colonial passivity that had given free 
rein to Leopold’s most extravagant and deadly exploitative ambitions. The Charte wove the Congo into the 
Belgian institutional fabric, by setting up a Ministry of Colonies that would be held accountable by the 
parliamentary chambers; a Conseil Colonial that nominally assisted, but actually oversaw, the executive and 
                                                                                                                                                        
population, while the adversial position asserts that this number is significantly lower. For an exposition of 
the two opposite arguments, see Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism 
in Colonial Africa (Boston and New York: Mariner Books, 1999), 225–234, and Jean-Luc Vellut’s reply to 
Adam Hoschild in the article “In The Heart of Darkness,” The New York Review of Books (January 12, 2006) 
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2006/jan/12/in-the-heart-of-darkness/ (Accessed on 
January 12, 2014). 
32 As Emile Vandervelde remembered in 1939: “Pénétré, au contraire, de ce sentiment qu’il ne fallait pas 
attendre, au Congo, des réformes sérieuses, aussi longtemps que durerait l’absolutisme de Léopold II, je me 
déclarai nettement pour la reprise; non point parce que j’admettais le principe de la colonisation en mode 
capitaliste, mais parce que, dans l’intérêt des indigènes, j’estimais que la seule issue, pour mettre 
radicalement fin à un système d’oppression indéfendable, c’était de ‘parlementariser’ le Congo, de 
soumettre le gouvernement de la Colonie au contrôle parlementaire.” In Souvenir d’un militant socialiste 
(Paris: Editions Denoel, 1939), 82. 
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legislative powers kept by the king, and agreed on the colonial budget with the Cour des Comptes.33 All 
centralized in Brussels, these control bodies insured against the specter of royal absolutism, but as we will 
see, not against a perpetuation of forced labor and other abuses.  
 However, in addition to this belgicization of colonial governance, the metropolitan masses just as 
importantly needed to be won over to the colonial spirit in order to stimulate vocations and attract vital 
recruits and investments to the Congo. At the time of the annexation, merely 2,900 Europeans were 
occupying a Congolese superficies of 2,345,400 square kilometers, among whom only 1,700 were 
Belgians.34 Put into perspective, this meant that the ratio was one European per 808 square kilometers, what 
today would correspond to a population of nearly 800 persons for the whole of metropolitan France. Almost 
exclusively composed of administration and company agents, army officers and missionaries, the CFS had 
been a colony of exploitation, not of settlement, and the actual colonization—understood as a broad scale 
demographic and territorial expansion and occupation–was still to begin.  
 Nevertheless, the actual rallying of the working and middle classes to the Congolese land would 
remain both an ambivalent and thwarted quest for the authorities. Confronted by the reluctance of his 
compatriots to throw themselves into the conquest of African territories, Léopold II had irrevocably 
concluded that “le Belge n’émigre point,”35 and this torpor was not easily defeated. In the CFS, the void left 
by the king’s compatriots had been filled by foreigners, encouraged by the international status of the State. 
However, after 1908 the distrust towards outsiders caused by the CRA movement and the perceived 
covetousness of the Germans, British or French resulted in a xenophobic administration of the Belgian 
                                                
33 Jean Stengers, La Belgique et le Congo: l’élaboration de la charte coloniale (Brussels: La Renaissance du Livre, 
1963), 13, 15, 16, 17. 
34 Jean Stengers, Emigration et immigration en Belgique au XIXè et au XXè siécle (Brussels: Académie royale des 
Sciences d’Outre-Mer, 1978), 66. 
35 Stengers, Congo. Mythes et réalités, 47. 
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Congo that discriminated against non-Belgian immigration candidates and workers.36 Additionally, the 
strong presence of capital from British and Americans within the CFS companies and their successors was 
another internal menace to Belgian sovereignty that spurred the administration to defend such companies 
against further exogenous penetration.37 The protectionist policies of the first two Ministers of Colonies—
Jules Renkin from 1908 to 1918 and Louis Franck from 1919 to 1924—considerably reduced the British 
and American communities while successfully boosting Belgian demographics. Between 1920 and 1930, the 
proportion of Belgians within the European population of the Congo increased from 57 percent to 67 
percent while conversely, its British and American segments dropped from 16 percent to 8 percent.38 At the 
end of the 1920s, almost all administrators were Belgian.39 Among other places, a general Anglophobic 
mood found its expression in the tense collaboration between allies during World War I and in the 
accusations directed at British Protestant missions for fomenting Kibanguisme and Kitawala, two Protestant 
religious movements with strong anti-colonial overtones.  
 However, undesirable metropolitans were also discriminated against, as the colonial authorites were 
torn between the anxiety of growing and maintaining a Belgian demographic dominance and “character” and 
strict recruitment policies that were implemented to produce a “colonie d’élite” to preserve “white prestige” 
in the eyes of the African population and prevent any interracial solidarity (or competition) between 
                                                
36 Vitra Foutry, “Belgisch-Kongo tijdens het interbellum: een immigratie-beleid gericht op sociale controle,” 
Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Nieuwste Geschiedenis/Revue Belge d’Histoire Contemporaine 14, n.3–4 (1983), 461–488. 
37 The rich Katanga province was the most densely populated by American and British nationals, who held 
substantial shares in its Union Minière du Haut Katanga and who were a big component of its administrative 
and technical staff, while the Compagnie du Chemin de Fer du Bas-Congo au Katanga (BCK) had been co-founded 
by French capital’s supply.  In Kasai, the Société international forestière et minière du Congo (Forminière) was 
largely owned by American investors. See Bogumil Jewsiewicki, Yvonne Brett, Andrew Roberts, “Belgian 
Africa,” The Cambidge History of Africa. Volume 7, 1905-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008), 471. In 1911, the powerful British industrialist Lord Leverhulme founded the Huileries du Congo Belge 
in the region of contemporary Kikwit. See Jules Marchal, Lord Leverhulme’s Ghost: Colonial Exploitation in the 
Congo (New York and London: Verso, 2008). 
38 Foutry, op.cit, 464. 
39 Jewsiewicki, Brett, Roberts, op.cit, 474. 
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incoming “poor whites” and the Congolese.40 In the interwar period and later, the selection criteria called 
for high skill levels and financial guarantees that had the effect of discouraging the unwanted emigration of 
illiterate, unskilled, uneducated, non-French speaking, and insolvent persons. More, the authorities 
elaborated a legislative and executive apparatus that blocked the entrance and planned the expulsion of any 
person who did not correspond to that “model immigrant.”41 The unintentional but direct consequence of 
such a restrictive policy was to hinder migration and exchanges between colony and metropole. Other less 
controlled factors prevented many Belgian travelers from visiting or establishing themselves in the Congo, 
such as the expense of the long sea and land journey or the great expectations European peasants and 
workers had toward income, rendering them non-competitive with the cheap African manpower.42  
 True enough, World War I had solidified the Belgian colonial status of the Congo. In exchange for 
the colony’s breaking of its military neutrality, the Allies had committed to assist territorial preservation. At 
the end of the war, the 1919 Saint-German-en-Laye convention made considerably more flexible the 
international obligations of the Berlin Act—now allowing, for instance, the collection of custom duties—
and it also augmented the Belgian empire with the confiscated German colonies of Ruanda and Urundi.43  
 Congolese participation in the war effort also somewhat ameliorated the reputation of the 
indigenous population in the eyes of the metropolitan public. In Cameroon and East Africa, the victories of 
the Force Publique—which by 1917 had grown into an army of 20,000 men44—had consolidated the 
Belgian presence in the region. The Battle of Tabora—in present-day Tanzania—became a much-praised 
subject of patriotic pride. Popularly considered the most “primitive” people of the “dark continent,” the 
Central Africans’ “loyalty” during the war was perceived as proof of their attachment to Belgium, under 
                                                
40 Jean Stengers, Emigration et immigration en Belgique au XIXè et au XXè siécle, op.cit, 14; Stengers, Mythes et 
réalités, op.cit, 199; Vantemsche, op.cit, 62. 
41 Foutry, ibid. 
42 Stengers, Emigration et immigration en Belgique au XIXè et au XXè siécle, op.cit, 67. 
43 Vantemsche, op.cit, 117–123. 
44 Jewsiewicki, Brett, Roberts, op.cit, 469. 
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whose leadership they had supposedly evolved. In one of his post-war speeches, the minister Renkin 
celebrated the allegedly devoted, docile, and Belgian-admiring Congolese of “notre Terre d’Afrique” in 
wartime, and in the same sentence marveled at the surprising and concomitant blossoming of economical 
exports.  Renkin asserted that “(la guerre) a créé des liens indissolubles entre nous et la population noire dont 
nous avons assumé la tutelle et dont nous entendons assurer le progrès”45 (italics mine). The shared and 
trying experience of the trenches awakened a certain appreciation of the colonized Africans, but crucially 
also, the horrific barbarity of the war undermined Europeans’ certainties regarding the superiority of their 
civilization. Notably, this questioning artistically translated into Dadaism’s aggressive celebration of the 
absurd and Surrealism’s permanent bewilderment toward reality, or, conversely, into the neo-classical 
“retour à l’ordre” that contained the “excesses” of the avant-garde. Also, this post-war self-disaffection 
prompted the reevaluation of different African cultures and made possible a degree of cultural relativism 
that boosted the development of anthropology.46 
 Finally the war also set in motion the revisionism of the Leopoldian era. After the 1906–1908 
stormy parliamentary debates and tense elections about the reprise, the Congo reoccupied a confidential, 
not to say nonexistent place, in public life and in the discussions in the Senate and the Chambers.47 In 
practice, these political bodies would delegate all colonial matters to a Ministry of Colonies whose function 
was seen as lesser, ostracized within the government. The timely death of Leopold II in 1909 helped 
eliminating the necessity of working through the “moral conflict”48 that the king’s shameful administration of 
the colony had provoked. He died unloved by his people, as much if not more for his sexual escapades and 
                                                
45 Jules Renkin, Deux discours prononcés par M. Renkin,... à Sainte-Adresse Le Havre, le 2 mai 1917... et à la 
Sorbonne, Paris, le 10 février 1918 (Nancy, Paris: Impr. Berger-Levrault, 1918), 4. 
46 See James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture. Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 119–120. 
47 Vantemsche, op.cit, 69. 
48 Vincent Viaene, “La crise identitaire congolaise de la Belgique aux alentours de 1908 et les origines de la 
mémoire du Congo léopoldien,” in Autour de la mémoire. La Belgique, le Congo et le passé colonial, ed. Giordano 
Rosario (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2008), 87. 
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unfair treatment of his daughters as for the CFS scandal,49 but the ascendance to the throne of his popular 
nephew, Albert I, marked a new brand of colonialism that eclipsed the embarrassing legacy of the despotic 
uncle. 
 A heroic filiation between the pioneers of the CFS and the officers and soldiers fallen on African 
battlefields 1914–1918 was established, and Renkin, once again, exhalted “les braves tombés là-bas, (qui) 
ont rejoint, dans leur sacrifice, les grands précurseurs qui, au déclin du 19è siècle, dissipèrent les ténèbres 
de ce nouveau continent, détruisirent la traite des esclaves et jetèrent les bases de notre civilisation.”50 The 
repression during the war of the atrocities that had been carried out against the Congolese is apparent in the 
invention of the “German atrocities” legend, which transferred or displaced onto Belgian (and French) 
children the mutilation of the mains coupées of which their forefathers had in truth been guilty in Africa. An 
important iconographic production of postcards and illustrated magazines represented sanguinary German 
soldiers attacking children or mutilated little girls.51 By accusing their German enemies of barbarity,52 
Belgians rejected the charge that had been brought against them by turning themselves into the victims of 
identical atrocities, thus regaining their place on the civilized side of the fence. After having vilified him 10 
years previously, much of the public began to remember Leopold as a “giant” whose “super human” “genius” 
had given birth to an “oeuvre” whose genesis would end up being described with almost biblical lyricism. In 
1937, the cover of the book La Terre Belge du Congo read, “Contemplant le chemin parcouru par lui, la 
                                                
49 Emile Vandervelde, Souvenir d’un militant socialiste, op.cit. “Il est bien vrai que, dans les dernières années 
de son règne, le Roi finit par être l’objet d’une impopularité presque générale.” 71.  
50 Renkin, op.cit, 5. 
51 John Horne, “Les mains coupées: atrocités allemandes et opinion française en 1914,” in Guerre et cultures 
1914-1918 (Paris: Armand Colin, Paris, 1994), 133-146. Stressing the importance of predating collective 
representations in the construction of such legends, the historian Horne importantly missed the event of 
Congolese atrocities’ images. 145–146. 
52 Horne explains that prior to World War I, the peaceful situation of Europe had reinforced Europeans’ 
conviction of the continent’s moral superiority, but that once the hostilities began, the former opposition 
that had existed between civilization and war was substituted by an antogonism between civilization and 
barbarity. The enemy was no longer the belligerent, but the one who behaved like a barbarian within the 
war, i.e. the Germans. Op.cit, 146. 
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création merveilleuse de son génie, Léopold II aurait pu dire alors, avec l’auteur immortel des Odes: ‘Exegi 
monumentum aere perennius.’”53  
 After World War II, the Congo was propelled into the final and very dense phase of its colonial 
rule. The anti-colonialism of the US, United Nations and the USSR motivated the Belgian administration to 
accelerate what it repeatedly referred to as the mise-en-valeur of its colony. Helped by the skyrocketing price 
of Congo’s profuse mining products on the world market, Minister of the Colonies Pierre Wigny conceived 
and implemented in 1949 the Plan décennal pour le développement économique et social du Congo Belge. Beyond 
boosting the development of local agriculture and industry, the plan’s goal was to develop public 
infrastructures such as electrification and additional road and railway constructions. The improvement of the 
“well-being” and revenue of indigenous people was another highlight, and this preoccupation was 
inseparable from a certain post-war humanism and from the authorities’ attempt to keep the Congolese in 
the “Belgian orbit.”54 In the same way, the lack of manpower that had plagued the colony for decades 
prompted a pro-birth aspect of the plan, as well as an emphasis on the need for mechanization. The will to 
increase productivity similarly encouraged the creation of the Fonds Du Bien-Etre Indigène, and medical and 
hygiene infrastructures became the flagship of these last colonial years. The fundamental education that had 
until then mainly been the preserve of the Catholic Church was enlarged both to secular athénées and to a 
much-delayed post-primary level, and in 1954 the University of Lovanium in Léopoldville was opened. 
These evolutions changed the colony beyond recognition, and the last fifteen years of colonialism are the 
ones during which the presentation of the Congo as a “model colony” reached its peak. Nothing in the Plan 
hinted at the authorities’ preparation for independence,55 and the issuing of multiple re-editions between 
                                                
53 Jentgen, P., La Terre Belge du Congo. Etude sur l’origine et la formation de la colonie du Congo Belge (Brussels : 
Bolyn, 1937), 1. 
54 Guy Vantemsche, Genèse et portée du “Plan Décennal” du Congo Belge. (1949–1959) (Brussels: Académie des 




1938 and 1947 of Dominer Pour Servir, a collection of writings by the charismatic Governor General Pierre 
Ryckmans, underlined the persistent paternalistic policy.56  
 Nevertheless, all these initiatives were also reactions against the threatening unrest generally 
growing in Africa, and specifically against its sporadic but veritable expressions in the Belgian Congo in 
revolts such as the one of the Pende in 1931, subversive religious movements, or again the mutiny of the 
army in 1944. Also, during the war, the German occupation of the metropole had prevented the regulatory 
renewal of the Belgian administrative staff, and the filling of these roles by educated Congolese—the so-
called évolués—empowered them politically. At the same time, the—partially forced—labor of Congolese 
peasants as a contribution to the war effort57 and the return of the Force Publique’s veterans58 in 1945 
increased a feeling of entitlement that fueled the rise of political claims. Authorities attempted to temper 
these claims by coining and promoting the idea of a “Belgian-Congolese community” as a substitute for the 
concept of colonization. However, also in 1955, the unexpected publication of another plan by Jef Van 
Bilsen, a Flemish jurist and expert in Congolese matters, anticipated Congolese autonomy over a time 
period of thirty years. As moderate a proposition as it was, it provoked an outcry among Belgian circles, but 
captured the attention of Conscience Africaine, an association of évolués. In 1956 they published a series of 
political grievances in their Manifeste de Conscience Africaine, seen as the “first political discourse of the 
Congolese.”59 Soon another, more radical manifesto was published by the ABAKO, a Bakongo political 
                                                
56 Rosine Lewin. “Dominer pour servir? Pierre Ryckmans, la colonisation, l’anti-colonialisme,” Actuel Marx, 
97 Accessed on May 1, 2016, http://actuelmarx.u-paris10.fr/cm5/com/M15_CM_%20Lewin.pdf 
57 The extraction of Katanga mines’ uranium provided the main component of the first atomic bomb. 
58 At its height in 1943, the Force Publique counted  40,000 soldiers deployed in Nigeria, North Africa, the 
Middle and Far East. The army won two important battles in Abyssinia in 1941. The troops’ mixing with 
other colonized Africans who benefited from politcal participation was also seminal in fomenting 
Congolese’s nationalist demands. See Ch. Dider Gondola, The History of Congo (Westport, CT: Greenwood 
Press, 2002), 98–100.   
59 Isidore Ndaywel è Nziem, Histoire générale du Congo : de l'héritage ancien à la république démocratique (Paris, 
Brussels: De Boeck & Larcier, 1998), 515. 
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association founded by Joseph Kasa-Vubu, the future president of the independent Congo. Unable to contain 
the roaring nationalist demands, Belgium granted Congo its independence on June 30, 1960. 
Mapping the Field: Survey of the Literature on Colonial and African Photography 
Past their initial materializations, circulations, and post-independence obsolescence, colonial 
photographs produced in former European empires in Africa started to be excavated anew in the 1980s. The 
groundbreaking moment came in the form of Malek Alloula’s 1986 book The Colonial Harem,60 which 
retrieved and examined French postcards of Algerian women created between 1900 and 1930. The 
following year Nicolas Monti published Africa Then,61 an annotated personal selection of late nineteenth and 
early twentieth-century photographs of African natives, landscapes, architecture and colonial actors and 
scenes. The breakthrough created by both these early publications rebutted these images’ long acceptance as 
candid visual captures of African lands and people, and re-cast them as primarily documents of colonialism’s 
ideology and visual regime.62 Alloula and Monti assimilated the photographic medium to a colonial vassal 
whose distorting lens generated or replicated an illustrative gallery of stereotypes and tropes: the exoticism, 
                                                
60 Malek Alloula, The Colonial Harem, trans. Myrna Godzich and Wlad Godzich; introduction by Barbara  
Harlow (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986). 
61 Nicolas Monti, Africa Then (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1987). 
62 Alloula speaks of the photographic postcards that he examines as “the fertilizer of the colonial vision,” “ a 
resounding defense of the colonial spirit in picture form,” “the propagation of the phantasm of the harem by 
means of photography” op. cit, 5. Similarly, Monti argues that “the photographs should be analytically seen 
as ingenious effort to go beyond simple visual recording of things that could be observed, and to influence 
our perception of reality, thus creating an image of Africa that, in part, never existed”; “ this view of Africa 
transmitted by photography, however, never was nor could be impartial; it was above all a Western 
interpretation, particularly rich in fantastic ideas.” op. cit,5. 
A same transition is acknowledged by other contemporary studies, such as evoked in the title of Melissa 
Banta and Curtis M. Hinsley, From Site to Sight: Anthropology, Photography, and the Power of Imagery 
(Cambridge, MA: Peabody Museum Press, 1988). 
26 Beyond Alloula’s work on the “lascivious” algérienne and Monti’s chapter on the “African Venus,” eroticism 
in colonialism and its photographic productions has interestingly been the subject of a large amount of 
critical attention. Among other opuses, this literature comprises Annie E. Coombes and Steve Edwards. 
“Site Unseen: Photography in the Colonial Empire: Images of a Subconscious Eroticism,” Art History 12 
(December 1989): 510–16; Kelly Denis, “Ethno-Pornography: Veiling the Dark Continent,” in History of 
Photography (Spring 1994): 22–28; Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the 
Colonial Contest (New York and London: Routledge, 1995). 
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the Orientalist phantasm of non-Westerners’ sexual license,63 the noble or ignoble savage, the virgin lands 
ripe for possession and adventure, etc. 
In the wake of these early initiatives, additional studies emerged which similarly shattered the 
traditional reception of images of African colonies as transparent records of reality and history, and set to 
disclose the imperial subtexts articulated in the practices and aesthetics of photography. Anthropology and 
Photography,64 a 1992 study edited by Elizabeth Edwards, historicizes and criticizes the relationship between 
the discipline and photography between 1860 and 192065 by analyzing these images in the context of the 
discipline’s subjacent corollaries—the late nineteenth and early twentieth century race theories and 
European colonial expansion. In this way, the contributors expose the “hidden histories” of colonial power 
relationships and their accompanying visual tropes (primitivism, “salvagism”, etc…) embedded in these 
photographs, as well as in the technological domination exercised by the medium over the cultures 
portrayed. James R. Ryan’s 1997 book Picturing Empire66 adopts a similar approach with an emphasis on the 
corpus of geographical pictures of the British Empire in the Victorian age.  
In 1988, Christraud M. Geary’s study Images From Bamun: German Colonial Photography at the Court of 
King Njoya67 importantly initiated a different trajectory in the newborn field of colonial photography. In 
opposition to the above-mentioned literature, the author anchors her fieldwork and in-depth research in a 
circumscribed African region—Cameroon—and restricts it to particular photographic subjects and agents—
the Bamun people, their King Njoya, and some of the German colonials68 that portrayed the court during 
that king’s reign (1887–1933). Although she also argues for an indispensable reading of these images in the 
                                                
 
64 Anthropology and Photography, ed. Elizabeth Edwards (London: Royal Anthropological Institute, 1992). 
65 The volume reassesses the visual collection of the Royal Anthropological Institute of London. 
66 James R. Ryan, Picturing Empire. Photography and the Visualization of the British Empire (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1997). 
67 Christraud M. Geary, Images From Bamun. German Colonial Photography at the Court of King Njoya. 
(Washington, D.C.: Published for the National Museum of African Art by the Smithsonian Institute Press, 
1988). 
68 People like Marie-Pauline Thorbecke and the missionary Ann Wuhrmann. 
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context of European imperial domination, the novelty of Geary’s approach is twofold. First, she retains a 
use of these images as valid historical and anthropological documents, under the condition that they are 
submitted to a rigorous imperialist contextualization acknowledging their limitations. Secondly and more 
crucially, Geary contemplates colonial photographs as the products of a collaboration between photographer 
and sitter, and recognizes the creative intervention and performative impact of the pictured Africans, as well 
as the influence of their own visual culture and notions of self-representation in addition to those of the 
Europeans. 69 In this fashion Geary’s synthetic interpretations and particularized approach eschew the 
generalization of an intractable photographic determinism invariably offering an objectified African subaltern 
to a European oppressive and demeaning gaze.70  
This individualized and depolarized mode of analysis was followed by scholars like Enid Schildkrout 
and Nicolas Mirzoeff in their respective essays about the American photographer Herbert Lang among the 
Congo’s Mangbetu.71 On a larger scale, studies like The Colonising Camera72 similarly focused on a specific 
African region and colonial actors—Namibia and South African settlers—and deconstructed a previous set 
of dichotomies built around colonizer/colonized, active/passive, white/black. 
This last type of research constituted a turning point in that the research dismantled the conception 
of colonial photography as a one-sided process and subsequently foregrounded the need to integrate 
                                                
69 Stephen Sprague’s essay “Yoruba Photography: How the Yoruba See Themselves” pioneered the discussion 
of indigenous African photography and the import of Africans’ own visual cultures into local photographic 
practices and aesthetics. African Arts 12.1 (1978). Also, for a further discussion of the sitter’s co-authorship 
of the images, see Elizabeth Bigham, “Issues of Authorship in the Portrait Photographs of Seydou Keita,” 
African Arts 32.1 (1999): 56-67, 94-96.  
70 In fact Geary demonstrates that German colonial photographers were perpetuating the myth of Bamun 
superiority over other neighboring  African people. 
71 Enid Schildkrout, “The Spectacle of Africa Through The Lens of Herbert Lang: Belgian Photographs 1909-
1915,” in African Arts 24, 4 (October 1991): 70-85, 100; Nicolas Mirzoeff, “Photography at the Heart of 
Darkness. Herbert Lang’s Congo Photographs (1909-1915),” in Colonialism and the Object: Empire, Material 
Culture and the Museum, eds. Tim Barringer and Tom Flynn ( London and New York: Routledge, 1998). 
72 The Colonising Camera: photographs in the making of Namibian history, eds. Wolfram Hartmann, Jeremy  
Silvester, Patricia Hayes (Cape Town, South Africa: University of Cape Town Press; Athens: Ohio  
University Press, 1999). 
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Africans’ photographic experiences into our understanding of colonial visuality. The simultaneous rise of a 
fast-growing scholarly interest in non-Western indigenous photographic practices73 fueled that tendency, 
and both perspectives were eventually combined in studies like those of Christopher Pinney’s Camera Indica74 
and Deborah Poole’s Vision, Race, and Modernity.75    
Pinney undertakes a historical examination of photography in India, first under the British rule, then 
in the post-independence period. Amidst the usual imperial visual projections, the author argues that Indian 
photographic self-representations in the nineteenth century evolved as hybrid images on the one hand 
conforming to Victorian standards—naturalism, respectability and classicism of the pose, décor and 
accessories—but on the other hand manifesting cultural idiosyncrasies such as overpainting that would 
flourish after decolonization, as evidenced by Pinney’s fieldwork conducted in the Indian city of Nagda in 
1982. This study of photography in colonial India is aligned with the Foucauldian “power/surveillance” 
paradigm. The author argues that it found a formidable application in the British Empire where photography 
was propelled in that same arena of verisimilar record-keeping in order to distinguish between loyalists and 
insurrectionists, and retain control over the colony.76 In this way, Pinney adopts an oppositional approach 
and presents post-colonial Indian photography as a kind of indigenous triumph over the colonial influences of 
the British Empire. 
Also published in 1997, Deborah Poole’s Vision, Race, and Modernity offers an important examination 
of photography and colonialism beyond the frontiers of the British Empire. Focusing on the modern 
                                                
73 Judith Gutman, Through Indian Eyes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982); Revue Noire, Anthology of 
African and Ocean Photography (Paris: Revue Noire,1998); Okwui Enwezor and Octavio Zaya, In/Sight, 
African Photographers, 1940 to the Present (New York: Solomon Guggenheim Museum, 1996). 
74 Christopher Pinney, Camera Indica. The Social Life of Indian Photographs (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1997). 
75 Deborah Poole, Vision, Race, and Modernity. A Visual Economy of the Andean Image World. (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1997). 
76 The author argues that photography in the nineteenth-century British colonial context was deployed to list 
and classify Indian subjects into epitomes of “tribes” and “types” that would in turn be configured into 
categories of colonial control between loyalists and insurrectionists, or into ethnographic research areas of 
disappearing or proliferating races of “primitives.” 
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representation of race in the Andean region, Poole considers nineteenth-century and early twentieth-
century photographs jointly with a diverse realm of co-existent images—engravings, costumbrista and 
indigenista paintings, illustrations of novels and operas, cartes de visites, anthropometric photographs, etc—
that she argues are inexorably imbricated in what she names an “image world” through relationships of 
referral and exchange, and through “the social and discursive relations connecting image-makers and 
consumers.”77 Therefore that author suggests that this constant intertwining impedes any strict opposition 
between a European and Andean gaze and rather foregrounds the notion of a shared  “visual economy” 
mixing people, ideas and objects. 
This time focusing on Central African photography between 1885 and 1960, Christraud Geary 
borrows Poole’s concept of the “image world” and applies it to the Belgian Congo in her publication In and 
Out of Focus.78 Accompanying an exhibition largely based on the Eliot Elisofon Photographic Archives at the 
Smithsonian’s National Museum of African Art, the volume is the most substantial and exhaustive scholarly 
publication about photography in the colonial Congo. After Poole, it traces the contours of the popular 
“image world” of the Congo under Belgian rule and discusses its actors and constituents— anthropological 
and missionary imagery, postcards, publishing houses, stereographs, well-known photographer Casimir 
Zagourski, illustrated magazines and books, etc. Similarly influenced by Poole’s idea of “visual economy,” 
Geary’s approach considers in one, although differentiated, embrace, the interpenetration of the European 
and African imageries within contexts—missionary schools, colonial homes and offices, or urban studios 
catering to a racially-mixed clientele, etc—that exposed both colonizers and colonized to a number of 
shared photographic products and processes. Simultaneously, the author expands the notion of photographic 
agency beyond that conferred to the holder of the camera by discussing the (African) sitter’s performative 
act and decision, or by emphasizing the cross-racial spectatorial impact on the meaning of received pictures. 
                                                
77 Op.cit, 7. 
78 Christraud M. Geary, In and Out of Focus. Images From Central Africa, 1885-1960. With an Essay by Krysztof 
Pluskota (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, 2002). 
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Finally, Geary elaborates on African-produced images authored and disseminated at the time of colonization, 
in this way definitely subtracting the discussion of photography in colonial Africa from the realm of a 
unidirectional phenomenon. 
As it arises from the examination of the above-mentioned literature, the emergence of a scholarly 
interest in colonial photography finds its origin in the challenging of the medium’s indexical authority and 
the subsequent historicization of its allegedly inherent realism. Seminal studies like Alan Sekula’s “The Body 
and The Archive,”79 Jennifer Green-Lewis’s Framing the Victorians80 or John Tagg’s The Burden of 
Representation81 explain Western photography’s claim to truth as a corollary of its early embedment within 
rising institutions of “surveillance” such as the police, prisons, mental asylums, legal and urban planning, 
schools, etc. —in the wake of Michel Foucault’s influential Discipline and Punish—or as an effect of the 
invention’s coevality with the scientific empiricism and literary realism of the Victorian age. Drawing on 
such writings, heretofore a large number of commentators posited colonial photography as an overseas 
export of these paradigms.  
In parallel, the end of the medium’s assimilation to a mechanical and unmotivated “pencil of nature” 
caused the downfall of the idea of its invariable, hence universally, constant usage.82 The consequence of this 
termination was the multiplication of histories of photography acknowledging the myriad of its sites and 
                                                
79 Allan Sekula. “The Body and the Archive,” in October, Vol. 39, (Winter, 1986), 3-64. 
80 Jennifer Green-Lewis, Framing the Victorians: photography and the culture of realism. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell  
University Press, 1996). 
81 John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: essays on photographies and histories (Minneapolis: University of  
Minnesota Press, c1993). 
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practices. The subsequent geographical83 and genre84 diversification of the discourse on photography was 
extended to the African continent, about which a multiplication of research on indigenous photographic 
practices was conducted. The landmark Anthology of African and Indian Ocean Photography85 edited by Revue 
Noire in 1998 was followed by a series of exhibitions and publications excavating historical African 
photographs. Scholars and curators such as Erika Nimis,86 Okwui Enwezor,87, Simon Njami,88 Tobias 
Wendl,89 Manthia Diawara,90 Candace Keller,91 Isolde Brielmaier,92 and Erin Haney93 shaped the young field 
of African photographic history.  
A New Contribution: Revisiting the “Colonial” Archive, Expanding the “African” Archive 
 One of the main arguments of this dissertation is that the unitary notion of “colonial photography” is 
as misleading and reductive as that of a continental “African photography.” As discussed above, the writings 
of Deborah Poole and Christraud Geary have pioneered the dismantling of the idea of an exclusive Western 
creation of imperial imageries, and the present project expands their argument by revealing the number of 
                                                
83 Early examples include Judith M. Gutman, Through Indian Eyes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982); 
Anne-Marie Willis, Picturing Australia: A History of Photography (North Ryde: Angus & Robertson, 1988); 
Anne Tucker, The History of Japanese Photography (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003). 
84 The photography historian Geoffrey Batchen has been at the foreground of the branching out of the 
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Africans actually employed by the Belgian photography service, especially in the 1950s (fig.0.4), and 
precisely by studying the case of Congolese photographer Joseph Makula. It brings to the foreground that in 
a colonial context, Africans’ possible agency was not limited to the sitters’ performative choices, 
collaboration, or to the viewers’ receptive impact on images, but could also directly reside in their holding 
of the camera. By highlighting this deliberate professional involvement, I do not seek to suppress the 
asymmetry of power that harshly regimented Belgian Congo’s colonial society, or to purport an alleged 
guilty “complicity” of Congolese in their own subjugation. Rather, my intention is to unpack the evolution 
and many nuances in which colonial power was exerted that paradoxically made it possible and sometimes 
even desirable for Africans to participate in that power’s photographic promotion.   
 Lately, repeated calls have been made to urge scholars to more genuinely “engage colonial 
knowledge.” In the title of a collection of history and anthropology essays published in 2012,94 that plea 
emerged as a reaction against the pervading legacy of a current of post-colonial critique that reified colonial 
epistemes into a reversed and monolithic “Other” from which little was to be retrieved except the display of 
their Eurocentrism and racist misrepresentation of non-Westerners. The urgent need to exhume indigenous 
experiences and “photography’s other histories”95—as imperious today as it was before—has for long 
rendered suspect and out-of-date scholarly attention to colonial representations, save for a commitment to 
examine them “against the grain.” In that regard, the late twentieth-century rise of the so-called “archival 
turn” in contemporary art has played an important role.96 One of the world’s leading historians of 
colonialism, Ann Laura Stoler, has nevertheless pressed for the necessity of reading the colonial archive for 
its own internal logic, in its heterogeneity and complexity, rather than as an invariable repertoire of coerced 
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and debased people and sites.  
  How can students of colonialisms so quickly and confidently turn to readings “against  
  the grain” without moving along their grain first? How can we brush against them without 
  a prior sense of their texture and granularity? How can we compare colonialisms without  
  knowing the circuits of knowledge production in which they operated and the racial  
  commensurabilities on which they relied? If a notion of colonial ethnography starts from  
  the premise that archival production is itself both a process and a powerful technology of  
  rule, then we need not only to brush against the archive’s received categories. We need to 
  read for its regularities, for its logic of recall, for its densities and distributions, for its  
  consistencies of misinformation, omission, and mistake – along the archival grain.97  
  
Similarly, I argue that the application of an often “ready-to-use” analytic filter on colonial representations 
have missed some underlying and sophisticated manifestations of its power. If the colonial regimes of 
representations have been as potent and persistently influential as they have been posited, they deserve to 
begin being studied as the complex, particularized and protean phenomena that they are. If the present 
project participates in the essential production of “counter-readings” of colonial archives, it does so not by 
bypassing their makers’ intentions, but rather by pausing at them. Any other approach risks making us blind 
to whatever else they contain. It is through that “along the grain” process that the archive and the history of 
photography can then be truly “decolonized,” even if that means accepting that they conceal something more 
than a Foucauldian oppression/resistance paradigm.  
 In the case of the Congo, a close reading of the Belgian colonial project reveals that photography’s 
purpose here has not been only the perpetual re-inscription of the “amazing distance”98 between Europeans 
and Africans that Paul Landau affirms is the fundamental mission of the medium in imperial settings.  
Rather, for the first time, I suggest that photography functioned also as an instrument of rapprochement –
albeit ambiguous—between metropolitan and colonial landscapes and cityscapes, then between Belgian and 
                                                
97 Ann Laura Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,” Archival Science 2 (1-2): 87-109. See 
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African subjects that came to be presented as a “Belgian-Congolese family.” That attempt manifested itself in 
the ubiquitous and pervasive self-praising of the Belgian Congo as a colonie modèle99 (model colony) 
understood not merely as being exemplary, but also as an actual “molded colony” resulting from 
reproduction or imitation of its metropole.  
 As sketched above, a deeper investigation of colonial photography reveals an increasingly blurred 
line between what has been presented as a clear-cut opposition between “colonial” and “African” 
photography. Beyond the case of European and African co-authorship of colonial photography in the Congo, 
the embedment of the administration’s photographic products not only into Congolese public spaces—
magazines, publications, fairs, exhibitions and window displays—but also into Congolese homes and albums 
reflects the fluid circulation that the items enjoyed between “colonial” and “African” circuits. There, single 
and family photographs of Africans by Belgian missionaries or photographers lay alongside indigenous 
studios’ portraits and kin’s snapshots. Today, InforCongo images have discovered an afterlife in the archives 
owned by the Radio Télévision Congolaise, re-labeled as “Affaires Culturelles du Congo” and are on display 
as Congolese documents on the walls of the Kinshasa Bibliothèque Nationale (fig.0.5-0.5bis). Conversely, 
we will see that Congolese shared their personal photographs within the colonial public space by sending 
their portraits to colonial radios’ anchors or for publication in administration-sponsored magazines. Also, 
we know that professional Congolese photographers like Antoine Freitas happened to be exhibited in 
colonial fairs.100 These commonplace exchanges between allegedly opposed realms show that the binary 
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model of domination and resistance definitely needs to be transcended to reckon with the “impurity” and 
even attraction that are at play in Africa’s photographic practices of the colonial era. The seminal work of 
cultural theorist Shaden Tageldin is of prime importance here, as her advocacy for seriously considering “the 
dynamics of cultural attraction between presumed enemies” 101 is a constant preoccupation of the present 
project. 
 The cardinal implication of the recognition of these consented and recurring interpenetrations is a 
fundamental reconfiguration and expansion of what is meant by either the colonial or the African 
photographic archive, and the acknowledgment of their analytic limitations. In the aptly named catalogue 
Distance and Desire, photography curator Tamar Garb describes the African photographic archive as “a 
complicated and contested construct”102 and I argue that one of its shortcomings has been the artificiality of 
its systematic divorce from colonial productions. In the same way that Belgian official photography had the 
desire to abolish distance between metropole and colony, this dissertation postulates that Congolese did not 
seek only to excise themselves from the colonial picture, but also often strove to find a place within it. 
Therefore, I argue for the impossibility of critiquing colonial photography without dissecting indigenous 
productions, and the converse. A dialogic examination needs to be carried out, fully embracing the tensions 
and imbalance inherent in any colonial system. It is in this perspective that Congolese families’ albums are 
studied in the second part of this study. Similar to the themes photography historian Tina Campt explores 
concerning African diasporas’ photography in Europe, part two transposes to colonial Africa the question of 
if and how an image of the Congolese “emerged as part of” rather than “as deviant or distinct” from colonial 
society.103 
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 Here I want to take a moment to make clear that what is called for is certainly not the liquidation of 
the post-colonial critique’s heritage of Edward Saïd’s “Orientalism” nor that of Homhi Bhaba or Frantz 
Fanon. Neither does this research seek to reverse the rightful call of Dipesh Chakrabarty to “provincialize 
Europe”104 or that of Arjun Appadurai to “globalize modernity.”105 In fact, the present project is largely 
indebted to their thinking. Rather, what I advance is the necessity of a dialogical examination between the 
locally African (Congolese and more), the European influences, and the global, and also a refusal to cast 
“African modes of self-writings,” in the words of philosopher Achille Mbembe, according to the “liturgical 
and incantatory” modes that see the definition of African identities as only resulting from “contradicting and 
refuting Western definitions of Africa and Africans, by pointing out to falsehoods and bad faith they 
presuppose.”106 
 Another significant way in which this dissertation argues for an expansion of the African archive is by 
enlarging the scope of study beyond the studio, the figure of the photographer and their relation to patrons. 
Taking its cue from a long prevalent Euro-American writing of photography’s histories, the initial interest in 
African pictures was elicited by the Western “discovery” of local studio photography. The rise to stardom of, 
for instance, the now canonical Seydou Keïta or Samuel Fosso, set a path for an art historical research—and 
a world art market—that largely privileged the studio and the auteur’s monograph107 as the locus and form 
by which to construct histories of photography in Africa. However, as Erin Haney and Jürg Schneider have 
rightfully objected, that focus is “frustratingly narrow.”108 As they argue, and as I have personally 
                                                
104 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe. Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton and 
Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2008). 
105 Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large. Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis and London: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2008). 
106 Achille Mbembe, “African Modes of Self-Writing,” Identity, Culture, Politics 2, no.1. (January 2001), 2. 
Accessed on May 2, 2016. http://calternatives.org/resource/pdf/African%20Modes%20of%20Self-
Writing.pdf 
107 See, for instance, André Magnin and Youssouf Tata Cissé, Seydou Keïta (Zurich: SCALO, 1997). 
108 Erin Haney and Jürg Schneider, “Beyond The ‘African’ Archive Paradigm,” Visual Anthropology, Special 
Issue: Early Photographies in West Africa 27, no.4 (2014), 307–315. 
 
 30 
experienced in DRC, despite efforts of some African states to preserve photographic archives, their frequent 
paucity and disorder force one to look beyond the official or commercial beaten paths, to literally knock on 
doors and delve into families’ and individuals’ personal collections. If such actions have begun to be 
undertaken in other regions of the world—by Karen Strassler in Indonesia,109 Christopher Pinney in India—
Africa has been much less the terrain for this kind of enterprise, both because of a lack of researchers and 
because of the destruction of many of these archives.110  
 However, more than a simple “fall back” or proper photography’s “parergon,” 111 the inclusion of 
families’ vernacular practices and products, and more specifically of the family album, opens formidable and 
so far largely untapped possibilities for engaging the conception and practices of African photographies, such 
as the assemblages of images, the haptic experience, the narrations, and the biographies. In spite of being a 
wealth of ressources, this dissertation is the first study to examine an African album as an ensemble. In 
parallel, one of the founding theorists of visual culture, Nicholas Mirzoeff, has underlined the importance of 
studying the visual image as “an archive in its own right,”112 and following his lead, art historian John Peffer 
has advocated for close analysis of the single picture, as they disclose the “kind of ‘evidence’ of human 
experience that standard historical accounts often overlook.”113 In fact, added to formal analysis, the 
narrations and biographies collected here about family photographs incredibly enrich the image of meanings 
that allow getting access to an African subjectivity in much less sweeping terms. So far, most discussions of 
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African self-portraitures in colonial days have revolved around the advent of loosely or undefined 
modernity, cosmopolitanism, of a break or preservation of “Africanness,” social idealization, and bourgeois 
aspirations. But the recitation of family and individuals’ lives from albums—the visual progress of “subjects 
in becoming”114—along with a close formal analysis, gives an intimate and dense texture to photographs, 
revealing a fuller rendering of Africans’ subjective experience of colonialism, intermingling the experience 
of the intimate with that of collective imagining.  
 For his poignant installation The Black Photo Album, South African artist Santu Mofokeng had 
exhumed surviving old pictures of township families that he then projected on walls as diptychs. The left 
side showed the photograph and the right a couple of questions raised by the artist about them (fig.0.6). 
One of the queries accompanying a turn of the century studio portrait of Victorian-looking black South 
Africans was, 
 Are these images evidence of mental colonization, or did they serve to challenge prevailing images 
 of ‘The African’ in the Western world? 
 
 
In Mofokeng’s project, the loss of memory between these images and their present owners and viewers left 
these questions on hold, and required the spectator to speculate. However, in my research, the recuperation 
of the voices of sitters and their descendants began to give more complete and complex answers that 
brought to light the idea that the reality on display could be compliance or resistance, but often also assumed 
all the nuances between both extremes. The Belgian Congo’s photo-album revealed itself to be sometimes 
white and sometimes black, but more often all the shades in between. 
Research and Methodology 
I embarked on my research in the summer of 2012 at the Royal Museum of Central Africa in 
Tervuren, Belgium. Erected in 1909 on the initiative of Leopold II himself, the huge museum and its park 
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are monuments to the glory of his colonial enterprise, and the problematic and atavistic museology of the 
institution is at the center of much debate as it undergoes a current renovation. Nevertheless, the 
historically central importance of the museum to the Belgian colonial project makes it the main repository of 
its plethoric archives.  In 2012–2013, I dedicated my first year of research to the museum’s enormous 
photographic collection. That year I focused indiscriminately on the interwar productions of European 
photographers—amateurs, tourists, professionals based in the Congo or hired by the museum to accompany 
expeditions, and officials, and also photographic donations of ex-colonials’ families. To get a sense of the 
general production of the time period, I scanned the 32,089 interwar photographs of the museum’s 
digitalized collection Okapi, of which I have selected and annotated 530. Then, I immersed myself in the 223 
issues of the magazine L’Illustration Congolaise and ultimately produced 2,758 copies of the illustrated 
periodical’s photographs and articles of interest. Finally, 27 albums of photographs—both private and 
professional—came under my scrutiny, and I recorded and commented 2,592 of their pages. A commercial 
company’s fund, Fonds Indufor, unexpectedly contained a number of original photographic prints and 
accompanying letters sent for publication to the editor-in-chief of the magazine, and this allowed me to 
observe the manipulations—or lack thereof—that the images underwent, as well as the circumstances of 
their “social lives.” In order to get a sense of the trends in Belgian amateur and professional photographic 
practices and to observe which of them may have been carried over to the Congo, I examined the 
metropole’s specialized photography magazines at the FotoMuseum Provincie of Antwerp and Musée de la 
Photographie de Charleroi (Belgium). 
In the summer of 2013, I traveled to the United Kingdom in order to research the anti-Leopoldian 
photographic campaign, which was spearheaded by the British Congo Reform Association of Edmund Morel 
and his allied Baptist missionaries. I visited the Anti-Slavery International and ABP Autograph associations 
for their collections of missionaries’ lantern slides and accompanying texts and the London School of 
Economics Archives and The Bodleian Library of Commonwealth and African Studies at Rhodes House, 
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Oxford University—where the CRA’s pamphlets, fliers, publicity, and booklets, are kept. This allowed me 
to contextualize and interpret the images, their diffusion and reception at the time. To dig up an alternative 
narrative to the official defense of the Leopoldian regime, I examined the Belgian press between 1905 and 
1910 at the Bibliothèque Royale of Brussels and delved into the Belgian Protestants’ press of the same period 
at the Faculté Universitaire de Théologie Protestante and Maison du Protestantisme in Brussels.   
 In 2013–2014, I explored the massive production of InforCongo’s photographs at the Tervuren 
museum and at the Democratic Republic of the Congo embassy in Brussels. I selected and annotated 1,534 
of them. I contextualized the imbrication of the agency’s photographic service within the Ministry of 
Colonies by researching the governmental colonial archives at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Brussels, 
and the fund of the director of InforCongo, William Ugeux, at the Université Catholique of Louvain-La-
Neuve. Also, I was very lucky to be able to interview two of the most prominent photographers of the 
service, Carlo Lamote and Henri Goldstein, before the latter passed away. Through their stories I could 
reconstruct how the photographic service functioned and the mentalities that presided over the production 
of their images. I also realized the importance of the Belgian company Gevaert (today Agfa-Gevaert) in the 
formation of some of the photographers and in the Belgian Congo’s photo-industry. Consequently I obtained 
access to the archives of the company in Mortsel near Antwerp. Advertisements, brochures and internal 
memos allowed me to unearth what conception of the medium and its practices the company publicized. 
 The research about African-produced images started in Europe with the collections of the 
groundbreaking institution Revue Noire in Paris. At the institution, which is composed mainly of studio 
photographers’ works, I studied images by the Congo-based Jean Depara, Ambroise Ngaimoko, and Studio 
Diogo among others. Parts of Revue Noire’s collection were bought by the Sindika Dokolo Foundation, 
which has a satellite in Brussels. The access to their images allowed me to pursue that examination. Then, it 
was the fieldwork I conducted in the Democratic Republic of Congo in the summer of 2014 that expanded 
the understanding of Congolese photography that I had started to acquire from the Western collections. In 
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Kinshasa, I researched in the archives of the Radio Télévision Nationale Congolaise (RTNC), which owns 
parts of the InforCongo’s photographs collection and that of its successor after independence in the Republic 
of Congo, the Service de l’Information. At the RTNC, I interviewed long-active photographers who had 
known and learned their craft from people of Makula’s generation. I also did research at the Archives 
Nationales and Institut des Musées Nationaux in Kinshasa, which allowed me to retrieve novel information 
about Joseph Makula’s career. I conducted an interview with his daughter, Josée Makula, who was trained 
into the craft by her father and retains works by him, and with his son Tété Makula. They both gave me the 
opportunity to learn about their father’s passion as profession and as a family activity. I also interviewed 
Thorga, the owner of the most thriving studio in the capital today and one of the official photographers of 
Mobutu and Kabila. During the time spent in his studio, I listened to clients relate their present-day 
experiences of studio portraiture. I collected his stories about his own training, and the evolution of studio 
work and that of governmental photographer over time in the country. After much investigation, I tracked 
down the descendants of African pioneer photographer Antoine Freitas, his daughter Suzanne and 
granddaughter Odia Mbembe, who shared with me their family photographs, innumerable stories, writings 
and first-hand knowledge of their illustrious ancestor. I presented the state of my research then at the Congo 
Research Network Seminar in Kinsahsa, and the feedback from the contemporary Congolese audience was 
of enormous value. 
 I then flew to Lubumbashi, the second most important city in the country. There I visited one of the 
oldest studios still operating, Studio Luabeya, and interviewed the owner about his profession in the past and 
present and his relations with his customers. I examined the small collection of the Institut Francais, with 
the help of which I made contact with the elderly sculptor Kanuto Chenge. His incredible family collection 
of pictures and his infallible memory provided substantial material for part two. With the help of writer and 
co-founder of the Picha Biennale Patrick Mudekereza, I met with lawyer Marcel Yabili, whose newly-
opened family museum, Pavillon Philippina, and its albums added material to the detailed picture painted by 
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his elder Kanuto Chenge. Finally, I researched the photographic archives of the former Union Minière du 
Haut Katanga, owned today by locally famous entrepreneur Georges Forrest. The representations of the 
colonial company’s workers permitted me to contrast them with the more intimate images of families. 
Summaries of Chapters 
Chapter 1 begins by discussing the fundamental estrangement that characterized the Belgian-
Congolese relation and the crucial role that photography initially played in it. The exceptionally violent 
nature of King Leopold II’s administration of the Congo Free State (1885–1908) prompted the formation of 
a European protest campaign in 1904, the Congo Reform Association, whose success was in large part due 
to the outcry over its overwhelming pictures of mutilated Africans. The international diffusion of the 
“atrocity” genre’s images was an unprecedented yet until recently largely eclipsed episode in the history of 
photography, and it forced the king to transfer what was until then his private fiefdom to the Belgian state. 
The disgrace brought upon the metropole provoked at the heart of the colonial administration a throbbing 
insecurity that was mitigated by co-opting the tool that had precipitated the downfall of the CFS, the 
camera, and turning it into an ally. The internationally tarnished image of the colony was relentlessly 
restored, as well as reappropriated by imprinting on the Congo the image of Belgium.  
Chapter 2 studies the bi-monthly L’Illustration Congolaise, which was the most popular illustrated 
colonial magazine of the interwar period. Founded by the business and financial tycoon Baron Henri 
Lambert, the journal featured in 223 volumes thousands of images by hundreds of amateur and professional 
photographers. Carefully selecting and framing the clichés sent by colonials in a literary manner to act as a 
guided tour of the colony and its economic development, this self-proclaimed “journal of documentation and 
art” particularly sought to seduce the young public in the hope of nurturing colonial vocations. The magazine 
fought the reluctance of a majority of Belgians to emigrate by portraying the first steps of the making of the 
colonie modèle, i.e. the modeling of the Congo landscape, cityscape and social life after a comforting Belgian-
inspired décor reinforced by captions and articles. Keeping at bay the defamiliarizing techniques of the 
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avant-garde that could disconcert the aesthetically conservative interwar Belgian public, the journal 
privileged a reassuring and “credible” documentary style in order to convince potential recruits of the 
growing Belgianness of the colony. 
Chapter 3 delves into the post-World War II period, when the Ministry of Colonies founded the 
InforCongo and its photography service, for which it hired a team of highly skilled professional 
photographers. InforCongo centralized and monopolized nearly all public photographic representations of 
the Congo for the national and international press, literature and exhibitions. The agency developed an 
appealing photojournalistic style—a crisp lines aesthetic accompanied by extended narrative captions—and 
increasingly concentrated on the alleged rise of a congenial “Belgian-Congolese community” through an 
iconography of kinship. The modeling of the Congo found its crowning achievement in the depiction of the 
evolués (“evolved”), an African westernized middle-class adopting the “Belgian way of life” and its attributes 
of domesticity. Joseph Makula, a black photographer for InforCongo, became the most prolific portraitist of 
this group, to which he belonged himself. His case attests to the reciprocity of the aspiration to the colonie 
modèle, and his images constitute a fascinating iconic terrain at the intersection of two usually antagonistic 
impulses: imperial propaganda and black modern self-imaging.  
Chapter 4 and 5 turn to the relation between the colonial photographic project and Congolese self-
portraiture. Specifically, the family album, as a site of intersection between the privacy of African homes and 
the European-controlled public space within which family life takes place, serves as a germane visual terrain 
for exploring the Congolese photographers’ and native clientèles’ compliance with, deviance from, 
resistance to, or hybridization with, the colonie modèle. During fieldwork conducted in Kinshasa and 
Lubumbashi, rarely preserved middle-class family albums were examined, among which the most prized is 
the of the family of Antoine Freitas (1901–1966), the celebrated but sparsely documented Congo pioneer 
photographer, and that of Kanuto Chenge, a nationally famous sculptor. Spanning the 1920s up to the 1960 
independence, the albums’ making, their inclusion and exclusion of certain images, their assemblage and 
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their photographs’ formal creation allow the detection of articulations of representational intentions and 
actualizations, and through their intermediary, the expression of their relation with the colonial 
circumstances. To interrogate a much-quoted line by Pierre Bourdieu on family photography, we want to 
ask if and how the Congolese families’ photographic practices sought to “reinforce their integration”115 to the 
broader society, here being the colonial society, and how this was expressed aesthetically.  
Based on research that spanned two continents, this dissertation is the first in-depth study of a 
history of photography in the Congo, and of any history of photography in any colonial project. African 
colonial photography first became the subject of scholarly studies in the 1980s when a few publications 
shifted these images from the realm of historical and anthropological records to that of imperialist visual 
expressions. With rare exceptions, these 30 years of scholarship on colonial photography have advanced 
through research focusing predominantly on the Victorian period of the ex-British Empire. Additionally, 
since the 1990s a dynamic literature has been developing on African indigenous photography but this has 
constituted subordinate or absent elements within the research on colonial imagery. My dissertation aims to 
place both these scholarships in dialogue in order to acknowledge the fundamental cosmopolitanism of 
photographic practices in Africa. Moreover, my work constitutes the first extensive study of colonial 
photography within a non-British province, and the first in the Belgian Congo, whose unique and fascinating 
relation to the medium demonstrates the necessity to discriminate among different imperial projects. As late 
as the 1990s, the pervasive anxiety of Belgian authorities regarding the problematic legacy of King Leopold 
crippled the historico-political examination of the country’s colonial documents and caused a scientific 
deficit that my dissertation partakes in redressing.116 The other novelty of my project is its consideration of 
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the entire period of the Belgian colonial presence in the Congo, and therefore its ability to observe and 
nuance the 75-year-long evolution of photography in the country. Finally, so far the excavation of colonial 
photographs has been mostly the purview of historians who consider them illustrations of historical facts 
rather than visual expressions in their own right. My art historical approach towards these archives will 

















                                                                                                                                                        
a culture of secrecy—an attitude which has not completely disappeared at the beginning of the 21st century.” 
He concludes that for this reason, today, “in comparison to other former imperial countries, Belgian colonial 
historiography is lagging behind.” See Guy Vanthemsche, “The Historiography of Belgian Colonialism in the 






Photography in the Anti-Leopoldian Campaign 
 
         “Let the images haunt us.” 
        Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag  
 In February 1959, InforCongo, the information service of the Belgian Ministry of the Colonies, 
internally circulated a memo about the posthumous publication of Roger Casement’s personal diaries.117 
Casement was the resented author of the overwhelming 1903 report of inquiry commissioned by the British 
House of Commons against the Etat Indépendant du Congo. Commonly translated as the Congo Free State 
(CFS), this gigantic portion of Central Africa was the personal colony of King Leopold II of Belgium from 
1885 to 1908. The investigation was set up following the growing number of testimonies about widespread 
forced labor, physical abuses and arbitrary murders of Africans resulting from the mismanagement of the 
State. In a few lines, the 1959 InforCongo note condemned the diaries’ recent publication as an unfortunate 
reminder of Casement’s accusations against the monarch, while minimizing the import that the book’s small 
print-runs and its author’s opprobrious end118 would have on contemporary public opinion. Nevertheless, 
the memo was still paper-clipped to an excerpt from the “extremely serious” Daily Telegraph providing a 
“remarkable” negative review of the book that, if need be, could be used by colonial representatives to “put a 
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stop to any campaign of insinuations” (“couper court à toute campagne d’insinuations”). Thus as late as 1959, 
merely a year and a half before the much more imminent threat of independence, the Belgian authorities 
who had inherited the Congo still felt the urge to surveil, deflect and deny 50-year-old attacks against the 
Congo Free State. More, the memo dismissed Casement’s indictments as “insinuations,” when it was 
precisely the verification of his accusations by a counter-investigation summoned by Leopold himself that 
had precipitated the annexation of the Congo by Belgium. The information service’s revisionist take on 
events betrays Belgian colonialists’ deep and long-lasting anxiety caused by the crusade against the king, 
anxiety that was in no small part inflicted by the unprecedented role of photography within it.  
The exceptionally violent nature of the Congo Free State’s administration prompted the formation 
in 1904 of a European protest campaign, the Congo Reform Association, which was conducted through 
photography to an extraordinary degree. The movement’s photographic capture and worldwide 
dissemination of what has become known as Congolese “atrocities” was countered by the images of natives’ 
alleged well-being produced by the Leopoldian regime’s fierce yet unsuccessful public relations campaign. In 
this visual duel, the efficiency of the “atrocity” pictures within what is considered today as one of the first 
international humanitarian campaigns, crucially marked the history of photography in general and of the 
Congo in particular. This foundational event created a particular visual backdrop that would indelibly 
condition colonial photographic practices after the retrocession of the Congo to the Belgian state up to 
independence. Essential to assuage the colonial insecurity caused by Leopold’s shameful legacy, the 
photographic medium was literally annexed to restore the Congo’s image and to appeal to the Belgian public 
opinion by touting its colony’s prospects and achievements. 
The Indicting Image 
 The first denunciations of these abuses surfaced as early as 1890, only five years into the State’s 
recognition by the international community. After a six-month stay in the Congo, the African-American 
Baptist missionary and historian George Washington Williams became one of the very first to publicly voice 
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criticism in his Open Letter to King Leopold II and in a report lengthily entitled Report upon the Congo-State and 
Country to the President of the Republic of the United States of America.119 Williams’s charge was followed by 
several other indictments, emanating in particular from Protestant missionaries, whose non-Catholic faith 
and non-Belgian nationality made them less prone to a complicit silence. In 1895, the Reverend Murphy of 
the American Baptist Missionary Union published in The Times a first-hand account about systematic 
atrocities in the Congo Free State;120 in the late 1890s, the Swede E.V. Sjöblom denounced in his native 
country’s press the exactions resulting from the rubber harvest;121 in 1899, in an open letter to the king, the 
American William McCutchan Morrisson initiated a ten year crusade against him.122 That same year, another 
African-American, the Reverend William Sheppard, wrote in missionary magazines about his grim discovery 
of the practice of severing natives’ hands.123 Interestingly, Sheppard—who is credited with first enunciating 
the concept of a “crime against humanity”124—would also be among the first to produce pictures of 
mutilated Congolese and their cut hands.125 Nevertheless, these early protests remained episodic and 
received unequal and short-lived attention. 
 To oppose these accusations, the king and his aides set an impressive machine of public relations into 
motion. A special secret service, the “press bureau,” was created within the department of the CFS Interior 
Affairs with the intent of corrupting journalists, enticing them to write articles favorable to the Leopoldian 
administration. In the words of the pioneering CFS historian Jules Marchal, “to corrupt was THE second 
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nature of that State.”126 The monarch and his entourage defended themselves by invariably dismissing the 
facts in the press, denouncing the alleged fabricated or isolated nature of these stories and discrediting the 
indicting parties and their motives. That royal strategy proved sufficient for the last decade of the nineteenth 
century. However, as mentioned earlier, when the chorus of outraged voices amplified to the degree that it 
could no longer be ignored, the British Parliament commissioned its consul, Roger Casement, to conduct an 
investigation into the Congolese allegations, and in 1904, the overwhelming condemnation of the regime in 
his report caused a stir. Exceptional in diplomacy history “for its quality and its repercussions,”127 the 56 
pages were written after a three-month stay in the Upper Congo, more precisely at Lake Tumba in the 
Domaine de la Couronne and in the ABIR area. Already familiar with the region,128 Casement untiringly 
collected appalling testimonies of Congolese victims and refugees, as well as those of missionaries and 
agents, and he witnessed first-hand arbitrary killings and tortures of natives. In his report, Casement detailed 
the significant decrease in population, provoked by both flights and deaths resulting from the untenable 
pressure of rubber collection. He called attention to the blatant absence, save for some actions of window 
dressing, of medical and educational developments for the local population. Finally, the report’s essential 
conclusion was that the abuses were not the actions of some isolated black sheep, but the inevitable 
consequence of a venal and violent system condoned by the Leopoldian administration.129  
 In 1904, under the influence of Casement’s revelations, growing numbers of horrified Europeans 
and especially Britons were mobilized by Edmund Morel in the Congo Reform Association (CRA). 
Becoming the most obstinate adversary of Leopold, Morel’s CRA relied crucially on missionaries’ 
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collaboration. As Kevin Grant and Jack T. Thompson have masterly demonstrated, the movement was 
described as Morel’s almost single-handed enterprise, however the participation of British missionaries, not 
only as local informants but also as official speakers, outspoken militants and public support gatherers, was 
in fact key to the success of the Association. Missionaries of the CRA were the heirs and sometimes the same 
actors of the anti-slavery movement that had led to the 1833 abolition of slavery in the British Empire.130 
These “new abolitionists” were fighting these new, disguised forms of slavery. That alliance was nonetheless 
a marriage of convenience, and up until the CRA’s bitter dissolution in 1913, Morel’s ideas of reform 
through the strict restitution to Africans of their inalienable right to property ownership and commerce, his 
cultural relativism131 and his fear of seeing his humanist cause distorted into a feud between Protestants and 
Catholics conflicted with the goals of the missionary societies. 132  
 However, the one thing on which they seem to have never disagreed was the extensive role that 
photography was to play in the campaign. That preponderance was naturally foregrounded by the 
missionaries’ already well-anchored photographic tradition and expertise, particularly in the form of the 
magic lantern. It consisted of a projection device of miniature transparency images on glass plates, which 
sent a source of artificial light through the transparent and a lens that ended enlarging the picture on walls or 
screens. Often described as one of the first twentieth century international human rights movements, 133 the 
CRA’s success was in large measure due to its groundbreaking use of what have become known as “atrocity” 
pictures.  
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Seeing Clearly: Photography as the Irrevocable Truth? 
 In 1906, Morel declared in the movement’s official publication, “When we were told that there 
were ‘no atrocities’ in the Congo, we published a series of photographs which caused a sensation throughout 
the world, have been reproduced in many British newspapers, in American and French newspapers, and 
placarded on the walls of Brussels itself.”134 After more than a decade of disputed oral and written 
testimonies, photographs were brandished as a superior and indisputable form of evidence, and they initiated 
a war of images that would not end even with the fall of the Leopoldian regime. Up until the images’ first 
appearance, the denunciations had been smothered by the king’s apologists’ “sonorous platitudes” and “high-
sounding, empty phrases, having little or no relation to facts.”135 The accusers had been dismissed as 
congophobes, their opponents as congophiles or congolâtres, and this placement of the discussions on a purely 
emotional level shows how proofs were brushed aside for the profit of irrational, misinformed, and 
disingenuous arguments.   
 The title of Morel’s article from which this section’s opening sentence is drawn is “The Inconvenient 
Kodak Again,” and it referred to the revealing and often-quoted excerpt of Mark Twain’s 1905 King Leopold 
Soliloquy. In this passage, Leopold exclaimed, 
  The kodak has been a sole calamity to us. The most powerful enemy indeed.  
   In the early years we had no trouble in getting the press to “expose” the tales of   
  mutilations as slanders, lies, inventions of busy-body American missionaries and   
  exasperated foreigners…Yes, all things went harmoniously and pleasantly in those  
  good days… then all of a sudden came the crash! That is to say, the incorruptible kodak—and all  
  harmony went to hell! The only witness I couldn’t bribe. Every Yankee missionary and every  
  interrupted trader sent home and got one—oh, well, the pictures get sneaked around  
  everywhere, in spite of all we can do to ferret them out and suppress them.136 (italics  
  mine) 
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Twain and Morel’s conception of photographs was informed by their contemporaries’ belief—which has not 
entirely dissipated today—that pictures are transparent, unmediated and, in Twain’s words, “incorruptible” 
records of reality. Leopold and his Congo Free State had been a favorite target for cartoons and caricatures, 
but obviously none of these genres carried the “evidential force,” to use Roland Barthes’s words, ascribed to 
photography.  
 Photo-historians agree on a conjunction of factors to explain the aura of factual accountability of the 
medium. Primarily, the indexicality of a photograph—it being the result of the physical act of light that 
travels from an object through the lens, before impressing the film—had fascinated since the birth of the 
medium, for its greater fidelity to reality, over the mere iconicity—resemblance—of paintings and 
drawings. Henri Fox Talbot, inventor of the calotype, had in the title of his book characterized photography 
as the “pencil of light” or “pencil of nature.” Then, the mobilization of the new invention in emerging 
modern state institutions of control and surveillance—prisons, hospitals, asylums, police stations—
consolidated its status as a scrupulously faithful reproduction of reality.137 So much so, that by 1859, as 
photography historian Jennifer Green-Lewis notes, “the apparent inability of the ‘apparatus’ to lie had been 
acknowledged by both the American and British legal systems, which recognized in photography a new kind 
of documentary evidence.”138 Finally, in the context of the Congo Reform Association, one easily 
understands that the geographical distance, the Congolese fear of retaliation, and the language barriers—not 
only that which existed between the Congolese population and their European interlocutors, but also, for 
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instance, the one between the British and the Belgians139—gave photographs an all the more privileged place 
for their apparent unequivocal reading, in direct contrast to the unreliability of words.  
 If pictures’ regular absence of credits adds to their apparent “innocence,” by 1905 the authors of the 
CRA campaign’s images became well known. The vast majority of the pictures used by Morel were 
authored by the British missionary Alice Seeley Harris, and to a lesser extent by her husband, the Reverend 
John Harris, and their colleague the Reverend Armstrong, all three from the Congo Balolo Mission. In fact, 
as John Peffer has rightly pointed out, the authenticity of their pictures was likely reinforced by the fact that 
they were snapped by Christian missionaries. He writes that “the implication was that a Higher Authority 
was the real author and guarantor of truth for these photographs.”140 The Harrises had arrived in the country 
in 1896 and were part of the Congo Balolo Mission (CBM) in the region of Baringa in the Upper Congo. 
Their mission neighbored the Anglo-Belgian India Rubber Company, and the ABIR, as it is commonly 
referred to, was among the most infamous of the concessionary companies for its treatment of African 
forced laborers. After years of witnessing the abuses endured by the Congolese population, one particular 
event, conjugated with the administration’s refusal to grant new parcelles to the mission,141 made Alice Harris 
start turning her camera on the Leopoldian exactions, rather than on the fauna, flora, ethnographic types and 
evangelical work that had been her subjects so far.142  
 On May 14, 1904, Alice and her colleague Edgar Stannard received a visit from two African men, 
one of whom, Nsala, was carrying a small bundle of leaves. When he opened it, he revealed the hand and 
foot of a child. Nsala explained that the ABIR sentries had killed his wife and daughter and had devoured 
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them, only leaving the child’s remains behind. After listening to his story, Alice proceeded to take a picture 
of Nsala sitting grief-stricken, gazing at the small hand and foot (fig.1.1).143 That photograph would be 
among the first of a genre that came to be known as “atrocity pictures” and that to this day regularly 
accompany the campaigns of NGOs and humanitarian associations.144 The picture was made on the veranda 
of the Harrises’ house, and was visibly carefully framed and staged by Alice and maybe Nsala himself. The 
lonely father sits at a solemn distance from what is left of his child, leaving space for the viewer to go back 
and forth between his unfathomable face and the horror of the small limbs. The remains are posed on a clear 
strip of wood or textile so as to be identifiable as a hand and a foot. The space of the picture is divided in 
three: an edenic background of palm trees and luxurious vegetation clashes with the hellish scene of the 
foreground, with Nsala’s sorrow expressed in his curled up pose and hand to cheek. In the middle ground, 
on which the contour of Nsala’s head stands out on, three figures look on.  
 Interestingly, the Congolese Nsala had deemed it necessary to bring material to support his story, in 
the same way that Harris in turn would take a photograph to evidence what she intended to report. The 
denials, incredulity and censoring that challenged the reception of previous testimonies had made both the 
Congolese man and the British woman aware of the primacy of visuality. Therefore, in his correspondence 
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about the abuses, John Harris repeatedly insisted on meeting with eyewitnesses,145 on having “ocular 
demonstration” for what he advanced and “seeing proofs with his own eyes.”146 In a letter addressed around 
that same time to the director of his mission, he reveals, “we have to be most careful as the State accepts 
hardly anything as evidence except we see things.”147 Consequently, a few days after Alice’s making of Nsala 
portrait, her husband writes again, “The photograph is most telling, and (…) will speak to the most 
skeptical.” 148 This awareness would purposefully place the campaigning against Leopold in the realm of 
photography, a medium that had been privileged by missionaries since the mid-nineteenth century. In that 
same letter, Harris ends by announcing, “I am very anxious to make an extended tour with my wife of the 
whole district with our camera, and I have a pretty good idea that you would then hear a terrible story.”149 
 The decision to incorporate spectators of the scene within the Nsala’s image inevitably confronted 
the photograph’s viewer about his or her own reaction. As Jay Posser explains, the witnessing purpose of 
the atrocity picture makes the regular inclusion of bystanders one of its characteristics. “Those who simply 
watch … can often show a disturbing lack of visible response to the event … (what) seems to increase its 
atrocity. (…) The viewer of such a photograph will not want to replicate this failure of witnessing.”150 The 
presence of onlookers also points to Alice’s anticipation, similarly to her husband’s, of an audience for her 
images. Indeed the idea of making the photographs public was immediately raised by him, and it is in the 
form of the lantern slide that he naturally envisioned the public life of Nsala’s portrait. Ten days after the 
scene was captured on the Harrises’ veranda, he would write to his superior, “the photograph (…) as a slide 
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will rouse any audience to an outburst of rage.”151 Since the 1850s, lantern slide shows had been a very 
popular prop among British missionaries to accompany their propagandist lectures.152 Slides were made by 
placing the photograph onto a light-sensitive glass plate, which was then placed into a projector, and were to 
be viewed on a wall or screen. Already in 1903, Harry Guinness of the CBM had started to deliver lantern 
slide lectures entitled “A Reign of Terror on the Congo” featuring atrocity photographs, in front of 
audiences of thousands of people.153 However, the Harrises transformed the practice and perfected it.154 In 
1905, they started lecturing to British and American Protestants of all denominations. In 1906, they 
officially became Secretaries of the London auxiliary of the CRA, and that year the number of their lantern 
slide lectures rose to 300.155 The success of the Harrises’ lectures was so great that by 1907 John Harris and 
Morel developed for their partisans a standardized lecture about the Congo comprising 60 photographic 
slides, among which 12 showed mutilated natives.156 With this development, anyone could lead a lecture. 
The narrator would begin a session by positioning the Congo on a map, giving a little bit of the state’s 
history and then elaborating on the region’s coveted natural resources. They continued by detailing the 
disillusionment that the management of the Congo Free State had since been met with, with its disguised 
form of slavery, the use of the chicotte, the horrendous policy of rubber harvesting, etc. A detailed 
explanation was made of the atrocity pictures: the name of the victim, the culprits when known, the 
conditions in which the mutilation had been inflicted, and how it related to the greater mismanagement of 
the CFS. In this dark picture, the missionary was presented as the only beacon of light. 
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 These lantern lectures were central in the dissemination of the photographs throughout England and 
the United States, as they tapped into the massive reservoir of British and American congregations for an 
audience. Also, the potential of the photographs to arouse indignation was maximized by the pre-cinematic 
apparatus of the lantern slide. The aggrandized projection, the communal experience taking place in a dark 
room, the accompanying chants and hymns and the simultaneous elegiac comments of a missionary whose 
authority was received from God, all made the lantern lecture appeal to the senses and the religious 
convictions of the public, whose responses were often very emotional. For instance, it is reported that after 
one of Alice Harris’s lectures in America, a woman was so moved that she offered to donate all her 
possessions for the Congo cause.157  
 The year 1904 has often been described as the watershed moment in the change of public opinion on 
the CFS, as it was at that time the CRA was founded following Casement’s publication of his report. 
However, it also coincided with the first insertions of the Harrises’ pictures in the press.  If before that date 
others like Sheppard and Armstrong had already made pictures, they were never given the wide exposure 
that the CRA was now giving them. In Twain’s words, the “Kodak” pictures “got sneaked everywhere” and 
acquired this international amplitude because of the recent technical advancements of cameras—the 
simplification of picture-taking thanks to the invention of the pocket Kodak using film rolls—and of the 
photographs’ reproduction in the press. Between 1880 and 1890, the halftone process was being developed 
simultaneously in France, Germany and the United States, and it allowed for text and images to be 
conjointly arranged on the page.158 Besides slideshows, then, the CRA photographs appeared in general 
interest newspapers such as The Penny Pictorial (fig.1.2) and The Millgate Monthly, in missionary magazines 
such as The Missionary Review of the World, and most ubiquitously in the Morel-edited journal The West African 
Mail and in CRA’s Official Organ (fig.1.3). They illustrated a series of books like Mark Twain’s King Leopold’s 
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Soliloquy (with pictures by Alice Harris, Armstrong and a certain Whiteside), Arthur Conan Doyle’s The 
Crime of the Congo, Morel’s King Leopold’s Rule in Africa and Red Rubber, John Harris’s Rubber is Death and the 
Congo Balolo Mission’s book, Harry Guinness’s Congo Slavery. They were featured in numerous CRA 
pamphlets. 
  Pictures illustrating the lot of women and children were prominent, as they were even more likely 
to move a Western Victorian audience, for which females, similarly to their progeny, were vulnerable 
creatures. The Victorian lens as applied to the Congolese women’s hardship was obvious in the case of Baoji, 
a Congolese martyr mutilated for her “constancy.”159 Boaji (fig.1.4) had been chastised for remaining faithful 
to the virtues of “true womanhood.” While her husband was forced to harvest rubber in the forest, she had 
remained home—the proper place of women according the cult of domesticity—in the village guarded by 
sentries. Demonstrating her “purity” and “submissiveness” to her spouse—two other pillars of Victorian 
feminine values—Baoji attempted to resist a sentry’s sexual assault, only to be beaten—as attested by the 
deformity on her side—and to have her foot severed. By condoning such a desecration of home and family, 
held as sacred by nineteenth and early twentieth-century Western audiences, the CFS was pursuing an anti-
civilizing mission and that could not fail to scandalize.  
 Women and children’s omnipresence in the CRA imagery—as visible in the well-known montage 
of Alice Harris and Armstrong’s pictures (fig.1.5)—proved the blind indiscriminateness of the CFS violence 
that was exacted on the weakest, making it even more aberrant. The larger photograph of a woman was 
centered within a rose window of children’s portraits, creating a sort of maternal lineage in which the 
gruesome familiar trait was the amputated arm. Systematically posed on a white cloth rolled up around the 
waist or the torso, each subject’s black stump was strongly highlighted, while the tight frame around the 
victim’s body similarly channeled the viewer’s gaze toward the mutilated limb, the crux of the atrocity 
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image. The lack of hand was more eloquent than the facial expressions, whose unfathomableness—anger, 
sadness, despair, incomprehension?—underscored the helplessness of the portrayed Africans. The 
montage’s juxtaposition of the same corporeal lack, pose, and prop, made the eye repeatedly jump from one 
image to the other, and in this way infinitely multiplied in the viewers’ minds the number of rubber victims. 
 The immaculate sheet under the amputated arm gave the images a clinical look, and the series of 
portraits indeed recalled the medical document genre, which in the nineteenth century had immediately 
taken on the task of classifying and documenting pathologies. By borrowing the formal strategy of the 
medical picture, Harris and Armstrong’s images appealed to the genre’s scientific authority to support their 
accusations, but also emphasized the cold-blooded nature of the committed crime. Similarly called upon was 
the ethnographic “type”—as is apparent in the three-quarter portrait at the bottom left—which added to the 
credibility of their images. Finally, a Thonet chair was on occasion used as a prop for the sitter. The 
“Number 14 chair,” as it was called, was then a state-of-the-art modern commodity, mass-produced with an 
innovative technology. The café-style chair, with its shiny and sensuous lines, was a laureate of the Gold 
Medal at the 1867 world exhibition in Paris—the modern city par excellence. Its unsettling rerouting from 
urban flâneur’s throne in the bistro to atrocity display for Africans “civilized” by modern Europeans 
produced a bitter irony that could not escape spectators in London, Paris, or Berlin.  
 As horrific as were the conditions in which they were created, Christina Twomey argues that the 
Congo atrocity pictures “can be viewed as an initial act of collaboration between missionaries and Africans,” 
in which the latter were participants to an “authentication” via images.160 That view of photographs as “a new 
kind of documentary evidence, a valuable substitute for a less compact or more fragile original”161—in this 
case the mutilated body—was then shared with the Congolese in the process of posing, in that of witnessing 
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these sessions, but also in the experience of court hearings in which pictured subjects like Epondo were 
called to testify, and in the accounts that unmistakenbly circulated about them among Africans.  
Watching the horror in the eye 
 Though the CRA has been repeatedly consecrated as the first human right movements of 
international dimensions using photography,162 studies of its images have nevertheless all been circumscribed 
to their circulation and impact in the UK and America. Most astonishingly, no case has been made of their 
reception in the eye of the storm, i.e. Belgium, where reactions to the atrocity photographs were the most 
crucial, and this is the examination that will be undertaken now. Apart from Morel’s above-mentioned 
assertion that the photographs “had been placarded on the walls of Brussels itself,” he also specified that each 
member of the Belgian House of Representatives and of the Senate, as well as every Belgian newspaper, 
were sent free copies of CRA pamphlets translated into French.163 It is more than likely that they were 
illustrated with the same images that accompanied them in the UK.  
 In the midst of the roaring hostility they received from the king’s loyal and misinformed subjects, 
socialists and Protestants in Belgium were naturally among the most receptive to the CRA’s discourse and 
photographs. The socialist journal Le Peuple164 was the official organ of the Parti Ouvrier Belge, and in its first 
issue in December 1885, it promised to “batailler ferme et fort,” in the name of the “grande foule anonyme,” 
against the odious spending of “millions par douzaines pour entretenir un roi, une armée, un clergé, une 
multitude de parasites malfaisants.”165 The paper’s radical anti-clerical and anti-monarchal editorial stance 
gave it the unabashed boldness to feature several of the atrocity pictures on its front pages throughout 1905, 
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like the one of Nsala and Baoji in the form of engravings166 (fig.1.6, 1.7 and 1.8). With a daily circulation of 
82,000 in 1906, two daily editions in Brussels and three regional editions per day, Le Peuple was at that time 
the second most important newspaper in the country,167 between the allegedly neutral but Leopold-
controlled Le Soir168and the Flemish Gazet van Antwerpen. Through Le Peuple then, the images of Nsala and 
others penetrated the houses of thousands of readers.  
 If the Belgian Protestant newspapers of the time like Le Chrétien Belge or Paix et Liberté did not feature 
atrocity photographs, they abundantly reported on the anti-Leopoldian campaign, more and more ardently 
defending their British, American and Swedish coreligionaires in the Congo and the integrity of their 
accusations. Henri Anet, who would become the general secretary of the Belgian Society of Protestant 
Missions of the Congo, established in 1910, was the most outspoken.169 But the knowledge of the Harrises’ 
conference tour and the visibility of the atrocity photographs in Protestant milieus were also revealed by 
indirect comments such as the one made by Ernest Favre, a minister of the Hainaut province and a regular 
contributor to Le Chrétien Belge who was well-versed in the Congo questions. In an issue of November 1906, 
Favre denounced the burying of the abuses in the then-recently inaugurated colonial museum of Tervuren—
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anticipating by a hundred years Adam Hoschild’s accusation of the institution’s “great forgetting”—and the 
minister proposed to add atrocity photographs to make the true CFS’s picture complete. 
  Depuis quelque mois, un missionnaire, Monsieur John Harris, parcourt l’Europe avec deux 
  amis pour faire connaître aux puissances, la situation des indigènes, les atrocités commises. 
  (…) Que dirait Mr. John Harris  ou les missionnaires baptistes, s’ils  allaient à Tervuren? 
  Ils diraient, je crois, que le musée est incomplet, et proposeraient la construction  
  d’une 3è salle. On pourrait y mettre une liste d’actionnaires et de fonctionnaires, et 
  montrer ce que leur rapporte leur métier de « bienfaiteurs »; on montrerait aussi  
  comment on récolte le caoutchouc; photographies de massacre, de mutilations, d’incendies  
  et de pillage; on verrait la milice congolaise opérant pour les compagnies, etc, etc, et il y  
  aurait à  l’entrée des tableaux représentant les bienfaits du paganisme, comparé aux horreurs 
  de la civilisation, on ne manquerait de rien, pour orner cette salle; seulement, il faudrait  
  l’interdire aux enfants en-dessous de 16 ans.170 (italics mine) 
 
Besides this kind of acknowledgment of photographs in socialist and Protestant circles in Belgium, it was the 
visual defense of the king’s apologists that equally revealed their encounter with that group of images. 
 Indeed, the most convincing evidence of the atrocity photographs’ impact in Belgium is the 
virulence and precision with which they were commented upon and challenged there. In the Soliloquy, 
Twain’s attack on the CFS was illustrated with various CRA atrocity pictures. Shortly after its publication, a 
Belgian-produced pamphlet entitled A Response to Mark Twain systematically and meticulously rebuffed the 
author’s accusations with photographs. The strategy was to extract a line from the text and negate it with 
four pictures—turning the “calamitous” Kodak into an ally—and then support the pictures with a pro-
Leopold accolade from an eminent observer. These counter-photographs exalted the real and imaginary 
improvements brought about by colonization: the railway, road and water infrastructures, education 
system, evangelization, medical care, scientific research and hygiene.  
 Another example of a visual counter-attack is how the concessionary company Compagnie du Kasai 
responded to its detractors171 (fig. 1.9 and 1.10) by publishing a picture book of a peaceful and well-ordered 
Congo, with happy rubber gatherers, tidy houses and harmonious (and humorous) race relations. This 
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Belgian defense was derided in subsequent CRA publications. Pictures of flogging scenes and of severed 
hands were juxtaposed with Leopold’s humanitarian discourses, or visual comparisons between conditions in 
Belgian and other powers’ colonies were clearly made to the disadvantage of the CFS.  
  When in 1904 the king was cornered into ordering a Belgian Commission d’Enquête on the abuses, 
part of the commissioners’ mission was to collect the testimonies of this war of images’ protagonists. One 
such testimony was that of the young boy Epondo, whose photographic portrait had become an almost 
obsessive stake for both the pro and anti-Congo Free State. Epondo’s portrait (fig.1.11) had been made by 
the Reverend William Armstrong of the same Congo Balolo Mission while he was accompanying Roger 
Casement on his tour for the British Investigation Commission of 1903. The pose is typical of Armstrong’s 
style: the victim sits or stands, wrapped in a white cloth with their mutilated limb posed on the stomach to 
offer a stark contrast. Similarly to the other atrocity photographs, Epondo’s picture was reproduced in a 
multitude of venues: in the montage discussed above, that among other things illustrated Mark Twain’s 
Soliloquy; in Morel’s King Leopold’s Rule; in the Appeal to American Women; and of course in the Congo 
supplement to Morel’s West African Journal. While the Casement report explained that Epondo’s left hand 
had been “hacked off by a rubber sentry of the Lulanga company,” one year later the Belgian Commission’s 
hearing of Epondo resulted in the retraction of his previous statement, which had allegedly been made under 
pressure from other native workers. Rather, Epondo’s wound was said to have been caused by the bite of a 
wild boar during a hunt. The Belgian Commission dedicated 17 of 37 pages to the justification of this 
version,172 supported by medical expertise,173 which then again was sarcastically refuted in images by the 
West African Mail (fig. 1.12). 
 In the months to follow, the case of Epondo’s picture ballooned to a remarkable degree. This visual 
joust would culminate on October 19, 1905, when Epondo reappeared center stage in the Belgian 
                                                
172 Marchal, 245. 
173 Ministère des Affaires Etrangères, Archives Africaines. M607 Etat Indépendant du Congo. Commission 
d’Enquête. Procès Verbal Epondo. 
 
 57 
newspaper Le Petit Bleu. The daily, secretly subsidized by Leopold’s propagandist team,174 published a 
reproduction of what it called “un intéressant document photographique” (fig.1.13). This “document,” an 
engraving after an alleged photograph made of Edmund Morel in the Congo, was simultaneously exhibited 
in the windows of the journal’s editorial office in the center of Brussels. The accompanying text explained 
that this was a response to the “Brussels Congophobic organ posting reproductions after alleged pictures 
representing Congolese crimes, such as blacks with cut hands, surrounded by avenging missionaries.”175 
What it showed was Morel, a gun in his hand, right after having apparently shot the boar responsible for 
Epondo’s attack. A few pages later, in a rather discreet column, Le Petit Bleu congratulated itself for the joke 
it had just played on Morel and the reader. It revealed that the picture was a fake—Morel was known, and 
criticized, for having never set foot in the Congo—a fake meant to demonstrate how photographs were not 
indisputable (“éminemment alterable”) documents and could easily be doctored. Le Petit Bleu’s trick was 
proudly reported in other newspapers such as the French La Dépêche Coloniale,176 and in the pages of La Vérité 
sur le Congo, the bi-monthly bulletin published by la Fédération pour la Défense des Intérêtes Belges à 
l’Etranger.177 As late as 1949, the magazine La Revue Coloniale Belge was still arguing over the veracity of 
Epondo’s account.178  
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 The CRA campaign’s photographs and their authenticity became so much disputed that a Belgian 
authority accused British missionaries of excavating corpses to mutilate and then photograph them.179 These 
sorts of allegations became so rampant that Alice Harris felt compelled to take an oath regarding the truth of 
her pictures. On October 30, 1905 she made a Statutory Declaration before a judge and copies of the 
document were sent to the press in the UK and abroad.180 Again, the Belgian daily Le Peuple published 
Harris’s entire declaration, and underlined the seriousness of an act that exposed her to legal repercussions 
for false testimony, if the photographs were ever to be proved fake.181 Such an extreme measure shows how 
central the pictures had become in the campaign against the Congo Free State.  
 Crucially also, the dispute over the authenticity of the atrocity images illustrates the continuous 
tension between a widespread belief in the medium’s “purity” and the often repressed awareness of its 
alterability. Although the manipulations of photographic products are as old as the invention of the camera, 
this artificiality has traditionally been an understatement, a “clandestine” component in the history of 
photography.182 Nevertheless, reflecting on the importance of the use of pictures in the anti-Congo 
campaign and the skepticism that some showed toward them, the newspaper Africa, The Cape to Cairo Journal 
asked in 1906, “Photography cannot lie. Can they not?”183 That title was a variant of a recurrent phrase—
“the camera never lies”—that is known to have first appeared in print in the 1859 American play The 
Octoroon by Dion Boucicault.184 In fact the CRA campaign’s atrocity photographs appeared at a pivotal time 
between the “increased awareness of photographs as artifacts”185 that resulted from the deceptive spectacle 
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offered by the late nineteenth-century modern city, and the “renewed confidence in the ideal of authenticity 
and documentary truth”186 that later dominated until the 1970s. While Leopold’s supporters like the journal 
Le Petit Bleu appealed to the first trend, Morel used the well-anchored idea that photographs were strictly 
indexical, an exact reproduction of nature and hence, “true.”  As he and his supporters so often stated about 
the images they were using, they “spoke for themselves.”  
 Concomitantly, it is striking to observe how the CRA’s self-assigned mission to convince the Belgian 
public opinion of the CFS’s dramatic mismanagement was overwhelmingly expressed in visual terms. Time 
and time again, Morel described his crusade as shattering the wrong image Belgians had of Leopold’s regime. 
In an open letter published in the pages of the Belgian paper L’Etoile Coloniale, he writes that “les belges ne 
voient pas clair” and addresses them by saying, “L’on vous a mis des lunettes, tant que vous ne les jetterai pas 
de côté, vous ne comprendrez rien.”187 Again, in his foreword to the Belgian House of Representative’s 
debate, Morel speaks of the Belgian’s “mental picture” of the Congo as akin to a “mirage” which 
“mesmerized” them and “stands in striking contrast” to the “grim reality.” This lexicon underlines how the 
battle was fundamentally fought in visual terms.  
 Eventually, the CRA dissipated the “mirage” that blinded Belgium, and in 1908 the much advocated 
annexation of the Congo by the Belgian state occurred. After remaining defiant at first, the Harrises, now 
Joint Secretaries of the Anti-Slavery Society, decided to give the new administration a chance. They 
committed to stop reporting on the abuses188 that nevertheless persisted under the Belgian state’s authority, 
a concession that sealed the division between the couple and Morel. Instead, the Harrises turned their 
camera on the improvements made in the colony. In their 1910 pamphlet entitled “Present Conditions in the 
Congo,” they pictured abundant trees rather the “tree of massacre” of their atrocity lectures, happy rubber 
workers instead of mutilated ones, and charming family portraits of white rubber agents in lieu of cannibal 
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sentries. One case is interesting to highlight, as it offers a blatant counterpoint to the struggle over the 
photograph of Epondo. Another mutilated boy, Impongi, had been featured in the CRA visual campaign in 
almost the exact same pose as his unfortunate comrade. Now the Harrises offered him as an example of a 
redemption story not unlike their Christian missionary narratives. As it was no longer desirable to 
emphasize his amputated arm and leg, the white loincloth was replaced by one of a darker hue (fig.1.14). 
Also, Impongi was no longer pictured as a passive victim with only wounds to exhibit, but was now 
represented as evolving within a family, and being active, teaching, and posing with John Harris.  
 Conversely, Morel was not easily convinced of Belgium’s capacity to administer the Congo,189 and 
he was not alone in maintaining a great distrust toward the authorities of what was now the Belgian Congo. 
In a laudatory article on Morel, the illustrated British journal The Millgate Monthly was still writing in 
November 1909: 
  True, public opinion has forced Leopold to hand over his private butchery to the   
  Belgian Government; yet so corrupt has the Government become, under the   
  blighting influence of this unnatural monarch, that the Belgian people are   
  unrepresented (…) in the Cabinet, the members (are) the puppets of the king, and in  
  some cases even ex-concessionaries of the Free State, whose government they are  
  called upon to reform! (…) Public opinion insisted (…) that there should be   
  immediately a complete change in the system by which the Congo was governed.  
  That change has not come.190 
 
One year after the annexation, articles like these were still accompanied by CFS photographs of hostage 
women in chains (fig. 1.15), and atrocity images would regularly resurface in some other parts of the press 
and publications as well, even in Belgium. For instance, the pastor Jules Rambaud’s 1909 history of 
Christian missions in the Congo was illustrated with a picture of African chiefs from the Upoto region in 
Upper Congo, a picture taken by the Reverend William Forfeitt. First published in a British Baptist 
Missionary Society pamphlet, the photograph showed four near-dead chiefs after having been imprisoned 
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and beaten for lack of rubber. Even as late as the 1960s books such as Neal Ascherson’s The King Incorporated 
reprinted these atrocity images.191 Historian Matthew Stanard notes, in fact, that “Belgium’s right to rule in 
the Congo was initially so tenuous that Britain did not acknowledge the Belgian Congo until 1913, five years 
after the turnover.”192 
Photographic Aftermath and the (Re-)Birth of an Idea: the Colonie Modèle 
 With a couple of exceptions, 193 the several studies of the CRA’s photographic campaign that have 
emerged in recent years all stop at the movement’s dissolution in 1913, burying along with the organization 
the influence that these images, exceptional for the time, exerted. However, this dissertation argues that 
this group of photographs not only conditioned the next 50 years of the Belgian Congo’s photographic 
representation, but Belgium’s colonial ideology itself. 
 Writing about the subsequent colonial Congo’s imperial propaganda, Stanard states that “in 1908, 
Belgium inherited (…) from Leopold II (…) a tradition of pro-empire propaganda that set much of the tone 
for information produced during subsequent decades,”194 and he adds that “fear underlay much of (Belgian) 
propaganda.”195 Indeed, the discredit that the anti-Leopoldian campaign had brought to the disastrous 
management of the Congo would create an anxiety about its colonizing capacity at the heart of the Belgian 
Congo’s administration. That anxiety would be long lasting, and importantly crystallized in the visual 
representation of the colony, as it had been so dramatically tarnished by the crusade against the CFS. 
Although Stanard concentrates on films, exhibitions, and statuary, this discussion has demonstrated that 
photography was a pivotal element in the downfall of the Congo Free State. Inevitably, the relation with the 
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medium post-1908 would be informed by that history. On the ashes of the pictorial battle would grow the 
Belgian Congo’s hyper-awareness of its representation on the international scene and of the drastic control 
of its photographic portraiture until independence in 1960.   
 When the counter-inquiry commissioned by Leopold in 1905 backfired by corroborating 
Casement’s charges, the Belgian Parliament had no choice but to recognize the systemic cruelty of the CFS. 
Two years of impassioned debate ensued on the reforms to be implemented and on the fate of the Congo. 
The verbatim report of the five-day debate that shook the Belgian House of Representatives in 1906 was 
translated, prefaced and annotated by Morel himself. In the midst of his implacable and impatient indictment 
of what he described as “the wall of apathy, ignorance and cynicism” of the Belgian government, the CRA 
Secretary nevertheless revealed his astonishment at many of the speakers’ misguided but apparently sincere 
faith in the colonial project of their monarch. In Morel’s opinion, their tragic misjudgment was rooted in 
their clinging to an idea that blinded them to the grim reality. Here is how the CRA leader conveyed his 
stupefaction at this fantasy: 
  It is not possible, I think, to read this debate without becoming convinced that,   
  beyond hypocrisy and time-serving, beyond servility to a Royal will, beyond   
  considerations of party politics on the part of the apologists of the Congo State, there  
  exists among some such, at any rate, a belief that they are defending an idea, ruthless,  
  perhaps, but great; an idea which time will fertilise into a colossal achievement, whose realization is  
  not in doubt, and whose far-reaching results will shine with added lustre from the criticisms of the  
  hour. The task undertaken on the Congo is compared with the transformation of   
  ancient into modern Gaul! (…) What magic in that word “State”! What a hypnotic  
  influence it would seem to wield! The “Congo Free state.” What does it mean?196 
  (italics mine) 
Even though Belgians and their government had been reluctant “quasi-” colonialists, the exalted 
philanthropic rhetoric that the king and his supporters had served to them for two decades had penetrated 
and won the minds of many in whose consciousness the concept of an ideal colonization took hold. Beyond 
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the closed circles of the king—the complicit and greedy “society of assassins” as coined by Morel—there 
persisted the general mass impression that a lofty scientific, humanitarian and civilizing élan was the sole 
motivation for the Belgian presence in the Congo, faithfully in line with the vows taken by Leopold in the 
sixth article of the Berlin Conference’s Declaration to support “the preservation of the indigenous 
population and the improvement of their material and moral living conditions,” and to assist “the abolition of 
slavery and above all of the trade of black people.”  
 The dangled exemplarity of the Leopoldian Congo is apparent in the expressions of 
disappointment—both in Belgium and abroad—at the colony’s dystopian outcome. The CRA lecture titled 
its section detailing the Berlin Conference’s anticipations as “the ideal Congo” and bitterly named the 
monarch repeatedly as the “philanthropic king.”197 In the heat of the parliamentary debates, the socialist 
Emile Vandervelde tried to make his opponents listen to reason by affirming that the Congo Free State 
system was, in spite of the generally received impression, “exactly the antithesis of the system of ideal 
colonization.”198 With great success, the powerful propagandist machine of the king had systematically 
cultivated that idealism in the metropole. A recurrent way to reference the king’s African enterprise was the 
word oeuvre,199 as if the colony was a piece of art emanating from the genial spirit and talent of Leopold, or 
even a God-like creation. 
 Stengers has insisted on the cardinal role played by the impeccable reputation of the king as a 
philanthropist in his duplicitous race “to obtain a part of that magnificent African cake” (1877 letter to his 
ambassador in London), and this aura was all the more untouchable in Belgium, where it was added to his 
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irreproachable role as a constitutional monarch.200 Morel’s recognition of that blind faith in a pernicious 
ideal is all the more arresting and authoritative because it emanated from the most ferocious enemy of the 
CFS. This is not to say that the Belgian government was not guilty of rejecting the solid evidence it received, 
nor to insinuate that the Belgian Congo was not the theater of innumerable abuses after the annexation,201 
but rather to understand that the Janus face offered by Leopold—a philanthropist monarch perfectly 
respectful of the constitution in Belgium, while an absolute and greedy sovereign in the Congo—created the 
conditions of an incredulous denial. 
 Writing about war and atrocity photographs in her famous final book, Regarding the Pain of Others, 
Susan Sontag describes the impact of these sorts of images as that of a “shock therapy.”202 Generally 
recognized as having been born first with the photographer Felice Beato’s images of the Crimean War 
(1855) and more famously shortly after with Mathew Brady’s coverage of the American Civil War (1861-
1865), the atrocity picture genre’s horrific and graphic nature was conferred with the ability to make 
viewers “take in the outrageousness, the insanity of war,”203 or other man-made calamity, and to elicit a 
sense of empathy and responsibility by bringing distant disasters home. The power of the CRA’s pictures 
was all the more trenchant given that the capturing of horror on photographic film was still uncommon at 
the turn of the century, and that its dissemination on such an international scale was unprecedented. 
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Predating by thirty years images of the Spanish Civil War—often mistakenly assumed to be the locale of the 
first widely circulated atrocity pictures— and by forty years what would become the icon of the worldwide 
atrocity image, i.e. the 1945 liberation of Nazi camps, the anti-CFS photographs’ shockwave traveled 
uncharted visual territory, and the ubiquity of its monstrous novelty shook Western spectators to the core. 
The self-assigned mission to disturb the spectator was declared in the lantern lectures’ accompanying 
comments, which said of an executioner’s image that it was “calculated to send a thrill through most of us, 
even at this distance.”204 If in America and the UK in particular, the shock successfully proved 
“therapeutic”—with a popular movement bringing a king to his knees and forcing the surrender of his 
colony to the Belgian state—I argue that in Belgium, a nation just born at the dawn of the twentieth century 
and unprepared for the opprobrium brought upon its royal representative, nothing of the sort happened 
because the shock turned out to be rather of a traumatic nature, indelibly marking the rest of its colonial 
enterprise. 
 The catastrophe of the CFS’s disgraceful debacle fell down on Belgium when the kingdom was still 
in its infancy. Leopold was only its second monarch, and when he took the throne in 1865 the nation was 
only 35 years old. A country pieced together in 1830 with provinces disputed for centuries by its powerful 
Dutch and French neighbors, Belgium’s fragile national identity at the turn of the century was due not only 
to its immaturity, but also to the internal tensions that continuously plagued the relations between the 
French-speaking and Flemish communities that threaten the country’s existence to this day. In this regard, 
Leopold made no mystery that part of his colonial ambition was derived from his will to assuage his 
kingdom’s internal dissensions by rallying rivaling parties around a common colonial project.205 In 1890, 
Alphonse-Jules Wauters—then the fervent supporter of Leopold’s Congo and editor-in-chief of the colonial 
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journal Le Mouvement Géographique —wrote about Belgium the most eloquent confession regarding European 
metropoles’ lean on their colonies for building their identity: 
   Si nous savons les remplir, [nos devoirs coloniaux] nous élèveront à nos propres  
   yeux et à ceux de l’univers, et feront de nous ce que nous n’étions pas tout à fait:  
   une nation. 206 
  
 As pointed out by historian Vincent Viaene, another of the king’s motivations was the erasure of a 
previous national ordeal, the 1839 territorial “amputation” of Limburg and Luxembourg. Viaene explains 
that “the humiliating surrender of the two provinces without a shot left Belgian borders strategically 
vulnerable, underscored the legitimization problem of an ethnically dual nation insecure in its historical 
identity, and stirred partisan conflict between anticlerical liberals and Catholic conservatives.”207 The shock 
of the CRA campaign, then, occurred when Belgium was a fragile debutante nation, and a positively infant 
imperial power. While the country leaned on its newly-secured “virtual” colony to cement an ever-
vacillating national cohesion and to make its mark on the international stage, the precocity of the violent 
CRA attacks into the life of the Belgian metropole was inevitably perceived as a menace against its existence. 
 The Belgian metropole’s relationship to its colony survived the infamy of the Leopoldian 
administration only to be incessantly haunted by the real or imagined threat of colonial loss. The whole era 
of the Belgian Congo was convulsed by the perpetual anxiety of colonial authorities over the assumed 
covetousness of Great Britain, the irredentism of Germany, and later the proclaimed anti-colonialism of the 
United States, communists, and the United Nations, all of which seemed to loom over the Belgian Congo, 
offering the constant threat of colonial dispossession.   
 However, crucially for us here, that anxiety would be restlessly mitigated by the reactivation of the 
colonial ideal so ruthlessly betrayed by Leopold, by the attempt to demonstrate Belgian Congo’s capacity to 
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live up to the promise made at the Berlin Conference. That ideal became popularized under the expression 
colonie modèle (“model colony”) and to this day the ubiquitous references to Belgian Congo as colonie modèle 
reveal the importance and pervasiveness of the concept. Although it has proved impossible to identify who 
coined the phrase, it is fascinating how often the phrase is cited in the Belgian literature about the Congo.208 
Its coupling with “colony” is so engrained that even the famous carved Parthenon marble offered by Leopold 
to his minister Frère-Orban, which reads, “Il faut à la Belgique une colonie,” has sometimes been mistakenly 
completed by commentators with “modèle.” The phrase may not have been cast in stone, but it definitely 
was and is set in the minds of Belgian Congo’s observers. The word’s semantics have at their core the notion 
of representation, and I argue that colonie modèle has held such a persistent resonance precisely because it 
crystallized the axiomatic centrality of the colony’s photographic representation in the management of the 
Belgian Congo. Because the photographic battle that we have analyzed decisively precipitated the downfall 
of King Leopold’s regime, under Belgian authorities the medium would be reappropriated as a privileged 
instrument for reparation, the means for the colony’s return to grace both on the international and 
metropolitan stage.  
 “Modèle” commonly accepts three related meanings that offer seminal readings when applied to 
visuality in the colony. First, the model is a figure destined to be reproduced, but also the molded object 
resulting from reproduction or imitation; second, it designates by extension what is superior because of its 
exemplariness; and third, in the arts it refers to the person (or object) posing for a painter, sculptor or 
photographer. 209 As previously detailed, the promise of being an “exemplary” or “ideal” colony had been 
distilled in King Leopold’s liberal and philanthropic rhetoric and in his anti-CRA propaganda, as well as 
                                                
208 For instance, in the magazine l’Illustartion Congolaise, the one issue # 49 of March 1, 1926 counts the 
following references to the adjective: “la ferme modèle de Nioka,” (p.791), “un hopital modèle au Congo” and 
“un régime qui peut servir de modèle au monde entier”(p. 761).  
209 Eliana Magnani et Daniel Russo, “Histoire de l’art et anthropologie, 4. Modèle et copie. Autour de la 
notion de ‘modèle’ en anthropologie, histoire et histoire de l’art ,” Bulletin du centre d’études médiévales 
d’Auxerre | BUCEMA, 14 | -1,  209-233. 
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transcribed in the Berlin Conference Act. The competition between European powers that characterized the 
seizing of Central African territory encouraged the CFS authorities and supporters to commonly defend and 
praise the colony in the comparative terms that are implicit in “modèle.” The alleged superiority of the 
Leopoldian Congo over other European colonies would be a running motif, and as early as 1896, the Belgian 
Edmond Picard—as famous for his illustrious jurist career as he has become notorious for his anti-Semitic 
writings and racialist pseudo-theories—was writing after a trip to the CFS that:  
   Ni la France, ni l’Allemagne, ni l’Angleterre, malgré leur puissance et leur  
   expérience, n’ont rien fait de semblable dans les morceaux du gâteau africain  
   qu’elles s’attibuèrent lors du partage; le Congo apparaît comme un modèle à suivre pour 
   ces orgueilleux colosses.210 (italics mine) 
 
After the CRA campaign up to independence, that pursuit of comparative “exemplarity” was intensely 
revived by rehabilitating photography as a central and allied tool and making the “model” image erase and 
replace the “atrocity” image. However, the deployment of the photographic medium in the Belgian Congo 
revealed more than a simplistic propagandist whitewash displaying a glowing picture of the country’s 
transport infrastructures, industries, leisure, education and medical systems, allegedly superior to those of 
other colonialists. Rather, by following its different semantic facets, I argue that the “modèle” in colonie 
modèle first, unveils a genuine photographic shaping after the Belgian metropolitan “original,” and second, 
points to the colony as having a vocation to be photographically reproduced and exhibited, in other words, as being 
intrinsically a “model.” 
 Belgians’ initial colonial tepidness, Leopold’s jealous overseeing of his personal fiefdom,211 and the 
disgrace brought upon him and his kingdom by the CRA, all made the transfer of the Congo to the Belgian 
                                                
210 Edmond Picard, En Congolie (Brussels : Fernand Larcier, 1896), 154. 
211 Amidst the fierce negotiations about the transfer of the Congo to Belgium, Léopold wrote a letter to the 
government in which he insists that “mes droits sur le Congo sont sans partage; ils sont le produit de mes 
peines et de mes dépenses. Vous devez ne pas cesser de les mettre en lumière, car ce sont eux et eux seuls 
qui ont rendu possible et légitime mon legs à la Belgique. Ces droits il m’importe de les proclamer 
hautement, car la Belgique n’en possède pas au Congo en dehors de ceux qui lui viendront de moi.” Quoted 
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State occur in a national atmosphere that has been described as “heavy and unenthusiastic.”212 Even as it was 
adopting the Congo, the Belgian state insistently marked a distance from its colony by declaring in the first 
article of its Charte Coloniale that “Belgian Congo (had) a distinct personality from that of the metropole.” 
As I will demonstrate in the following chapters, the colonial milieu would fight that estrangement by making 
photographs the locus of proximity. By producing African images imitating and duplicating the metropole, 
photography would attract and bring Belgians closer to a “home-like” Congo.  
 Finally, the third step of the model’s semantic progression—modèle as a person or object posing for 
an artistic reproduction—will drive us to interrogate the nature of the Belgian colony as being inherently 
conceived as an object destined for photographic capture. Because of the geographical distance, the type of 
non-settler colony implemented in the CFS, and later the endemically low Belgian population in the 
Congo,213 the photographic image would acquire a precedence over the minority of direct experiences of the 
Congo, through settlement or tourism for instance. In her masterful demonstration of colonial Congo’s 
influence on the genesis of Belgian art nouveau, art historian Deborah Silverman has advanced that these 
artworks “played an unusually constitutive role in filling the gap of physical distance and cultural 
difference,”214 and I argue that the photographic print superseded this mediating function by eventually 
coming to stand in for the Congo. For the vast majority of Belgians, pictures of the Congo were their 
prime—and more often than not, one of their only—contacts with the colony. The “real” Congo came to be 
                                                                                                                                                        
in Alain Stenmans, La Reprise du Congo par la Belgique (Brussels: Editions Techniques et Scientifiques R. 
Louis, 1949), 331. 
212 Stengers, op. cit, 126. “L’annexion en 1908, s’est faite dans une ambiance lourde, sans susciter nulle part 
aucun enthousiasme.” 
213 In 1908, only 1,700 Belgians were in the Congo. See Jean Stengers, Emigration et immigration en Belgique 
au XIXè et au XXè siécle (Brussels: Académie royale des Sciences d’Outre-Mer, 1978), 66; then Matthew 
Stanard notes, “The numbers of Belgians and Europeans in the Congo increased slowly up to 1930, when 
they then began to drop. From 1930 to 1936, the number of Belgians in the colony declined by nearly a 
third from 17,676 to 12,654.” See Matthew Stanard, “Belgium, the Congo, and Imperial Immobility: A 
Singular Empire and the Historiography of the Single Analytic Field,” French Colonial History 01/2014; 15(1): 
87–109. 
214 Debora L. Silverman, “Art Nouveau, Art of Darkness: African Lineages of Belgian Modernism, Part III,”  
West 86th, vol.20, n.1 (Spring–Summer 2013), 13. 
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The Magazine L’ Illustration Congolaise (1924–1940) 
 
 In the 1906 preface to his vitriolic Etude sur la situation de l’Etat Indépendant du Congo, Félicien 
Cattier, one of the key opponents to King Léopold II’s colony in the metropole, made the chauvinistic wish 
that his book “puisse (…) contribuer à rendre belge une oeuvre dont le plus grave défaut est de ne pas l’être 
assez.”215 Penned by one of the most eminent professors of law and political science in turn-of-the-century 
Belgium,216 this statement was first about the colony’s political organization. In a metropole dearly attached 
to its regime of parliamentary monarchy—although the king reigned over Belgium, his power was strictly 
restricted by the Constitution—the “tragic flaw” of the Leopoldian colony was imputed to its absolutism. As 
sovereign of the Congo, Léopold had been “more powerful than the Emperor of China in China (…), the 
most absolute potentate on Earth,”217 and it was his solitary and unbridled power over the CFS that 
perverted what most of his subjects considered to be an otherwise “respectable” initiative. As national 
turmoil over the CFS festered, Cattier diagnosed the fiasco of the king’s administration as having suffered 
from “not being Belgian enough.” After the 1908 annexation, then, making the Congo as Belgian as possible, 
not only nominally and politically, but also by the growth of Belgian demographics in the colony, by the 
economic beat of metropolitan investors, and by the perpetuation of a governmental preference for Belgian 
Catholic missions in charge of the spiritual, educational and bodily “welfare” of the Congolese, would be a 
ceaseless effort on the part of colonial authorities.218  
                                                
215 Félicien Cattier, Etude sur l’Etat Indépendant du Congo. Second Edition (Brussels: Larcier, 1906),VI. “may 
contribute to make Belgian an undertaking whose greatest flaw is not being Belgian enough.”  
216 Cattier was the dean of the law faculty of the Université Libre de Bruxelles between 1909 and 1911. He 
had served as legal expert on the matter of Congo’s “vacant lands,” and was the author of the 1898 Droit et 
administration du Congo. http://www.kaowarsom.be/documents/bbom/Tome_VI/Cattier.Felicien.pdf 
Accessed on July 12, 2015. 
217 Edmond Picard, En Congolie. Third Edition (Brussels: Larcier, 1909), 125. 
218 Guy Vantemsche, Nouvelle histoire de la Belgique. La Belgique et le Congo: empreintes d’une colonie, 1885-1980 




 This chapter and the next argue that a thus-far ignored but nonetheless essential and probably more 
influential sphere of this striving for Belgianness came to be the photographic representation of the colony. 
At the same time that the Belgian state took possession of the Congo—attempting to gradually dampen the 
foreign interferences that the CFS’s international status and disrepute had allowed—it reclaimed the 
prerogative of the colony’s representation from the worldwide and cacophonous contest of images induced 
by the CRA. It did so first by privileging its nationals’photographing of the Congo, and second, by literally 
domesticating the portrayal of the colony, that is, by making it look homelike. As will be demonstrated, 
Belgian authorites marked their colonial territory by applying to viewers’ eyes the superimposed image of 
the European “motherland” over that of the Congo. By visually shaping the Central African possession as a 
modèle after its colonial master, the latter signaled to the apparently threatening international community, 
but also to the newly imperial and insecure Belgian nation, the legitimacy, control, and, later, the alleged 
superiority of its rule in Africa. The plan was for the inimical image of atrocities that had polarized the 
Western world to fade away behind the inoffensive and irreproachable depiction of a familiar, not just 
Europeanized, but specifically Belgian-inspired décor in the Congo.  
 This chapter concentrates on the deployment of this representational endeavor in the most popular 
illustrated colonial magazine of the interwar period, L’Illustration Congolaise (IC). Created in 1924 with its 
editorial office headquartered in Brussels, this self-proclaimed “journal of documentation and art” was 
published bi-monthly between 1924 and 1926, then monthly until April 1940. In 223 volumes, it featured 
thousands of images by hundreds of amateur and professional photographers. Their subjects ranged from 
colonial history and “actualités” in Africa and the metropole; to political, economical and social actions 
undertaken in the colony and from the family and social life of the nascent colonial bourgeoisie in their 
galloping and prized urbanization ; to Congolese nature and the indigenous population and its “traditions” or 
acculturation. Photographs were accompanied by short captions or longer articles authored by Belgian 
Congo’s journalists, specialists and enthusiasts, or again writers of colonial fiction. The magazine’s mission 
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was to construct a comprehensive photographic rendering of the Congo for the distant metropolitan public, 
in order to familiarize it with a colony that sixteen years of Belgian rule had not sufficed to bring close.  
A Photographic Journal’s Overture  
 In the wake of World War I, the progressive restoration of Leopold’s image and of his CFS, the 
boasted but relative military and diplomatic successes of Belgium in Africa, as well as the jubilation of official 
discourses about the growing popularity of the Belgian Congo, were not a faithful reflection of the overall 
colonial distrust, skepticism or disinterest still persisting among the masses. As has been demonstrated in the 
first chapter, the damaging Congo Reform Association campaign had aggravated the already tenuous 
relationship that vast portions of the Belgian population had with a pseudo colony that they had not desired, 
and which, under the humiliating dictate of the international community, they had half-heartedly agreed to 
inherit to put an end to the dishonorable scandal of atrocities. Even though the rubber boom had enriched 
the metropole, these dividends were seen as benefiting the Royal Palace and the establishment involved in 
the Congo only, whereas Belgian petites gens still feared the colony would turn into a financial black hole that 
would heavily weigh on their frail shoulders, now that the harsh but lucrative exploitative regime of the 
African population was to be abolished.219 Also, they dreaded that their sons’ lives might be sacrificed on 
what could become again African killing fields against natives “à la haine farouche.”220 After 1908, the 
restrictive immigration policies maintained a distance between the metropolitan people and its colony, and 
economically, the exchanges remained modest until the 1920s.221 In those years, the “distinct personality” 
inscribed in the Charte Coloniale seemed to indeed define the connection that most metropolitans felt to the 
Congo, and repeatedly, articles in the colonial press with titles such as Faut-il croire au Congo?,222 or 
                                                
219 Stengers, op.cit, 378. 
220 Pieter Daens quoted in Vincent Viaene, op.cit, 80. 
221 Jewsiewicki, op.cit, 462. “Before 1914, the Congo accounted for less than 1 percent of Belgium’s 
external trade; in 1923, one year before the creation of IC, the Congo represents only 0,7% of the total 
Belgian importation.” Vantemsche, op.cit, 159. 
222 La Belgique Coloniale et Maritime, #4, January 24th, 1932. 
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ministerial discourses that seemed compelled to respond to the question, Que faisons-nous au Congo?223 
betrayed the lack of colonial adhesion that still needed to be addressed. 
 When it was first issued in March 1924 (fig.2.1), the illustrated magazine L’Illustration Congolaise was 
a direct response to that colonial estrangement. Sixteen years after the annexation, the metropole’s 
aloofness towards the Congo, and its insecurity about its capacity to colonize, had not yet dissipated.224 That 
year, the number of Belgian colonials was still a low 6,857, just over half of the European population in the 
Congo.225 Therefore, in an attempt to address a wider audience than the small and already-converted 
colonial elite and above all in order to nurture African callings, the periodical’s manifesto targeted the 
general public and particularly the young people still in schools, urging them to:  
   familiarize themselves with the aspects, soils, landscapes, industries, transports,  
   persons, of the colony. (The Belgian) must get to the point where he considers this  
   colony as an extension of the Belgian soil (…) Congo must be for the Belgian what the 
   Dutch Indies are for the Dutch; what Nigeria or South Africa or India are for the  
   British; what Morocco and Indochina are for the French (italics mine).226 
 
The ambition of the editors of the magazine was for their readers to become so visually intimate with the 
Central African territory that they would appropriate it as an integral part of the motherland. In this way, 
they hoped to strenghten a colonial bond that they recognized as tenuous and as lagging behind that which 
linked other European metropoles with their overseas possessions.  
 For the magazine, the key to creating a greater Belgian colonial attachment lay in one thing: the 
photographic image. The program unequivocally pursued:  
                                                
223 Louis Franck, “Preface,” in Recueil à l’usage des fonctionnaires et des agents du service territorial (Brussels: 
Royaume de Belgique, Ministère des Colonies, 1e D.G., Somers, 1920). 
224 Vantemsche.op. cit, 59 ; King Léopold to his secretary Edmond Carton de Wiart: “Vous verrez que le 
Congo échappera à la Belgique. Les autres se le partageront. Ce sera très honteux, mais cela vaudra peut-
être mieux ! (…) si l’annexion est prononcée, on gouvernera la colonie en dépit du bon sens et ce sera une 
honte perpétuelle.” Quoted by J-M. Bruffaerts, Dans la main du géant. Edmond de Carton Wiart au service de 
Léopold  II  (Brussels : Didier Hatier, 1989), 181. 
225 Ibid., 353. 
226 L’Illustration Congolaise, #1, March 1, 1924, 2.  
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  To develop the colonial spirit in Belgium, we believe (…) in propaganda through the  
  image. That image, we will look for it, and we will make it documentary, contemporary,  
  luxurious. The Illustration Congolaise will provide (…) images and only images, showing the 
  Congo as it is and as it was.227 
 
The editorial commitment to photography was so exclusive that the journal promised to stay “mute,”228 by 
keeping the literature surrounding the pictures to a minimum. Even though this radical pledge of allegiance 
of text to image would soon be subverted by the need to enlighten Africa’s novices with more written 
details, the preponderance of pictures and a belief in their significant transcendent power remained absolute 
until the final issue of April 1940.229  
 This photographic commitment and abundance contrasted with photoengravings’ adverse ratio in 
previously existing examples of illustrated press, in which images were still only adjuncts to texts, similar to 
the minor role of photography in the general metropolitan press until 1945.230 Therefore endorsing a 
pioneering role in Belgium, the IC reversed that subordination and precipitated a swell in the rising tide of a 
lavishly illustrated press that would make of the interwar period what is generally considered the “beginning 
of the golden years of photojournalism and of its modern form.”231 What came about was the result of a 
collaboration between editors and photographers in which the image, rather than the text, was the pièce de 
résistance. The typography of the latter and the layout were key concerns.  
 In fact, the IC’s creation in 1924 coincided with the birth year of various major photographic 
journals, like UHU, the Münchner Illustrierte Presse (MIP) and the Arbeiter Illustrierte Zeitung (AIZ) in Germany, 
                                                
227 #1, March #924, p.2. 
228 Ibid. 
229 The historian Françoise Morimont produced statistics about the division between text, image, and 
advertisement during the magazine’s sixteen years of existence: 17% were devoted to texts, 30% to mostly 
illustrated advertisements, and 53% to pictures. See Françoise Morimont, “Les Villes coloniales belges à 
travers l’Illustration Congolaise,” in Cahiers Africains, 2000, no 43–44, 26. 
230 Mark Van Gysegem, “Photographie Sociale et Photojournalisme,” in Pour une Histoire de la photographie en 
Belgique (Charleroi: Musée de la Photographie de Charleroi, 1993), 75: “Dans la plupart des quotidiens 
d’avant-guerre, le rôle de la photographie était purement illustrative, et cette tendance a perduré quelque 
temps après 1945.”  
231 Gisèle Freund, Photographie et société (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1974), 107.  
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the European cradle of the photojournalism magazine.232 The liberal Weimar Republic had favored the 
emergence of a new illustrated press created by ground-breaking editors and photographers like Kurt Korff, 
Stefan Lorant, Erich Salomon, and Felix H. Man, to cite a few. After Hitler’s ascent to power, the United 
States and its world-famous LIFE magazine, first published in 1936, benefited from the transfer of exiled 
German editors’ and photographers’ expertise, including that of the renowned Korff, Kurt Safranski, Martin 
Munkàsci, Felix H. Man (Muncher), Fritz Goro and Alfred Eisenstaedt.233 Lorant escaped to Great Britain, 
where he co-founded the famous Picture Post.234 In 1928, the illustrated weekly VU was created by Lucien 
Vogel in France, where a young Robert Capa235 would flee and found in 1947 the mythical Magnum Agency 
with Henri Cartier-Bresson. The IC’s above cited conception of photography as being simultaneously 
propagandistic, documentary and artistic reflects the protean nature of the photojournalism genre that has 
long troubled the established categories of the history of photography and its exhibitional institutions.  
 If political and socially favorable conditions created a bedrock for the illustrated press’ boom in the 
early 1920s, the technical progress of the hand-held camera was a no less decisive factor. It culminated in the 
German invention of the legendary Leica and Rolleiflex, which offered a more rapid shutter, multiple views 
on roll, and a less cumbersome material. The improvement of the camera’s handiness and the advent of the 
photographic instantaneity opened the practice to a larger range of amateurs, upon whom the illustrated 
magazines in general, and the Brussels-based IC in particular, largely depended for contributions to cover the 
                                                
232 The precursor is the Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung (BIZ) that was founded in 1890. Thanks to the development 
of the half-tone process, text and photographs could be jointly reproduced on the page. See Danielle 
Leenaerts. Petite histoire du magazine Vu (1928-1940), Entre photographie d’art et photographie d’information 
(Brussels: PIE Peter Lang, 2010), 21; Beaumont Newhall informs us that “by 1930 their combined 
circulation (of illustrated magazines in Germany) was five million copies per week,” and that it is estimated 
that “they reached at least twenty million readers.” Beaumont Newhall, History of Photography (New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1982), 259.  
233 Thierry Gervais, op. cit, 149. 
234 Derrick Price, “Surveyors and Surveyed: photography out and about,” in Photography. A Critical 
Introduction, ed. Liz Wells (London and NY: Routledge, 2009), 76. 
235 It is in VU that Capa’s world-famous picture of the young Spanish Republican falling under fascist fire 
was published for the first time.  
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faraway Congolese actualités. Besides the small group of (semi) professional photographers who would 
become regular correspondants—Casimir Zagourski, P. Verheyen, Leopold Marinus, Father Rinchon, etc, 
but also Africans like Samuel Simplici—the IC editorial team crucially relied on images sent by tourists or 
colonials directly from the Congo or submitted during the latters’ holidays in Belgium. Competitions for 
most beautiful pictures were organized to encourage contributors and to make them strive for aesthetic 
superiority.  
Attracting the Ideal Colonial 
 The periodical was conceived as a voyage to and through the Congo, and thus the crossing of the 
Atlantic Ocean to reach African shores was a recurrent visual motif. The liaison mission between metropole 
and colony adopted by the magazine was embodied at the onset by the cover of the first issue, featuring a 
photograph of the new Congo governor Rutten and his wife (fig.2.1) embarking on the boat leaving 
Antwerp’s harbor. Undocking scenes were repeated on several covers, notably that of August 1, 1924, 
which portrays a group of distinguished travelers gathered on the Elisabethville ship’s deck (fig.2.2). 
Composed of some elite members of the interwar colonial beau monde, the assembly is nucleated around a 
man whose forthright appearance, and pose leaning forward, makes him strongly stand out from his 
companions. The picture’s leading man was the Baron Henri Lambert (1887–1933), founder and president 
of the administrative board of L’Illustration Congolaise.  
 Much more famously, Lambert was a financial and business tycoon, heir to one of the most 
influential banking families of nineteenth and twentieth-century Belgium, whose involvement in all aspects 
of the country’s colonial matters had been central since the period of the Congo Free State.236 Upon the 
                                                
236 Henri’s father, Léon Lambert, had been a close and indispensable financial and diplomatic partner in 
Léopold II’s overseas endeavors. As early as 1878, Léon had participated in meetings between Stanley and 
Léopold II, and he was in large measure involved in the origin of the Comité d’Etudes du Haut-Katanga that 
would cover the king’s manoeuvers to acquire the Congo. It was Léon’s loyalty and devotion to the 
monarch’s African enterprise that earned the family its title of nobility in 1896. See Jean-Marie Moitroux, 
Anne-Myriam Dutrieux, Bernard de Thomaz, Anne Cremers, Une Banque dans l’histoire (Brussels: 
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death of his father Léon Lambert in 1919, Henri became administrator and president of a multitude of 
Congolese companies237 and founded many himself.238 From his father Henri also inherited a habit of 
recording his expansionist views on camera239 and promoting them in illustrated magazines that they 
founded themselves. Indeed in 1907, Léon had already participated in the creation of the illustrated monthly 
L’Expansion Belge, and in fact when it appeared in 1924, L’Illustration Congolaise joined an already long and 
abundant tradition of colonial press in Belgium,240 prompting the journal’s inaugural editorial to open with 
an apologetic, albeit humorous, “Encore un journal colonial!”241  
 The ancestor of this lineage was the 1884-born Le Mouvement Géographique, conducted for 35 years 
under the aegis of Alphonse-Jules Wauters. Starting in December 1891, it was supplemented by Le Congo 
Illustré. Voyages et travaux des Belges dans l’Etat Indépendant du Congo, with which it eventually merged in 1896. 
The latter’s pictures reflected the phase of territorial penetration and expansion—as stated in the MG’s 
                                                                                                                                                        
Broché/BBL, 1996), 57, 58, 59; Paul-F. Smets, Lambert, Une Aventure bancaire et financière (Brussels: Racine, 
2012), 62, 81. 
237 L’Immobilière du Kivu, Société de Recherches Minières du Sud-Katanga, La Compagnie du Katanga, La 
Compagnie du Congo pour le Commerce et l’Industrie, La Compagnie du Lomami et Lualaba, la 
Compagnie Cotonnière Congolaise, La Banque du Congo Belge, La Société Minière du Luebo, La 
Compagnie des Chemins de Fer du Congo, La Société Générale des Forces Hydro-Electriques du Katanga, 
Minoteries du Katanga, La Société de Colonisation Agricole du Mayumbe, La Société d’Exploitations 
Agricoles et Industrielles de la Biaro, Société de Recherches Minières du Bas-Congo Op.cit, 130. 
238 Such as La Compagnie des Grands Elevages Congolais, La Compagnie d’Alimentation du Haut Katanga 
and the Congo Rhodesian Ranching Co. 
239 That 1924 trip was also an opportunity for Henri Lambert to shoot a 74-minute film entitled Voyage au 
Congo, destined to encourage Belgian investments in the Congo. As the title indicates, it was conceived as a 
trip to and through the Congo that lingers over the picturesque aspects of the journey (parties on the boat 
during sea crossing, local markets, nature and landscape views, hunting and fishing, fauna), and the 
exploitative prospects and realities of the colony (indigenous manpower, taming of “unsubmissive tribes,” 
agricultural and industrial achievements, transportation means, colonial personalities, health 
infrastructures). The film was presented at the Union Coloniale Belge in Brussels with a “causerie explicative” 
by Gaston-Denys F. Périer, a crucial figure in the colonial world of the interwar period, both in the 
economic and artistic colonial milieus. 
240 Among others that can be cited are La Belgique coloniale (1895–1902?), Le Congo Belge; La Gazette Coloniale 
(1899–?) and L’Industrie Coloniale (1902) which merged to form La Revue Générale Coloniale (1902–?); La 
Belgique Maritime et Coloniale (1905–1921), L’Essor Maritime et Colonial (1922–), La Dépêche Coloniale. See “La 
Presse coloniale belge et son évolution,” La Revue Coloniale Belge, #100, December 1, 1949, 766. 
241 L’Illustration Congolaise, #1, March 1, 1924, 2.  
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program, that first epoch of “horizons’ enlargement” and “narrow frontiers” crossing—while later, 
L’Illustration Congolaise’s goal was for its Belgian readers to fully embrace and preserve a colony that had been 
theirs for almost two decades, but that nevertheless continued as the subject of popular disaffection. If, as 
has been hypothesized about the MG, its impact had been to make readers evolve “from indifference to 
passive acceptance”242 or even interest in the Congo, L’Illustration more ambitiously intended to turn these 
“absent-minded imperialists”243 into colonial stakeholders. 
 The first step in redressing that low esteem was the elaboration of a praiseworthy colonial lineage 
and the invention of an antique imperial tradition in Belgium, even before there was such a thing as Belgium. 
The sixteenth century statues of Flemish cartographers of Africa like Mercator that adorned the Brussels 
Square du Petit Sablon were exaggeratedly reinterpreted as the first manifestations of Belgian interest into 
the Congo.244 That obsession with excavating colonial legitimacy from the past ended up producing 
ludicrously anachronistic narratives such as “Barthélémy de Las Casas et les Belges,”245 or again gave birth to 
oxymoronic concepts such as “colonial humanism” that were traced from the writings of Homer, Aeschylus 
and Herodotus, to the work of Rabelais and Montaigne.246 Throughout the years of the magazine’s 
existence, close-up portraits of the Greek founders’ statues and French intellectuals’ engravings as the root 
of the great Western school of thought were displayed on the page in the same fashion as series of portraits 
of Congo’s pioneers (fig.2.3). Submitted to the same figurative treatment, the pioneers were elevated to 
these great men’s ranks. By the end of the 1930s, the rehabilitation of the CFS image was complete. After 
                                                
242 Marie-Christine Brugaillière, “Un Journal au service d’une conquête: Le Mouvement Géographique (1884–
1908),” in Images de l’Afrique et du Congo/Zaïre dans les lettres belges de langue française et alentour. Edited by 
Pierre Halen and Janos Riesz (Brussels/Kinshasa: Textyles Editions, Ed. du Trottoir, 1993), 35. 
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impact of British imperialism on the metropole.  
244 IC, September 1938, #204. 
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#168, 5,561. 
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14 years of existence, L’Illustration Congolaise dedicated its first full-length article to the campaign against 
Leopold. It qualified the CRA movement as a “slanderous campaign,” and used Casement’s conviction and 
execution for treason to discount his report. Similarly, Morel’s support of the Germans in World War I and 
his desertion were brandished to discredit his crusade against Leopold.247 Another article about the 1904 
inquiry completely omitted the part about the indictment to emphasize a sugary introduction in which the 
authors, very significantly, already lauded the CFS for reminding them of Belgium’s “most coquettish seaside 
towns” and “industrious cities.”248  
 Starting in December 1924, another strategy would improve the shameful reputation the colonial 
agents had inherited from the Leopoldian era, and normalize it according to the profile of the middle class 
Belgian. The adventurous and dangerous times of hotheaded pioneers and the disgraceful episodes of the 
Congo Free State had caused a sinister reputation about the country to be formed by international observers, 
but also in the metropole itself. In interwar Belgium, a consecrated expression designated colonials as 
“cerveaux brûlés,”249 i.e. burned brains. Similarly, in an interview that I conducted with Suzanne Six, a 
Belgian lady who as a child accompanied her respectable engineer father to Katanga in 1935, she reported 
the outrage of her mother that the couple should be suspected of trying to elude justice, as was often 
conjectured about Congo-bound metropolitans.250 Finally, commenting on the morosity that overtook 
families whose sons were leaving for the Congo, a missionary lamented in the IC that in contrast to other 
European metropoles, in Belgium departing for the colony was still dreaded, positioned as a “leap into the 
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void” or “a little death.”251 Even when the big leap was taken, in their new home many agents dreamt of a 
return to the metropole. A British observer described them as enduring “une sentence de servitude pénale” 
or counting the days separating them from their return to the motherland.252 In this context, it was 
imperative to reassure the population about the honorable profile of migrants in order to successfully lure 
them to a dignified colony.  
 The IC opened each issue with a single or double-page mosaic of group portraits made by the 
Antwerp photographer Leopold Marinus, who captured travelers on the deck of ships about to unmoor  
(fig. 2.4-2.5). This photographic ritual was not new, and Marinus had taken over the studio situated at 29 
rue des Tanneurs previously owned by Edmond Bastyns. Already in 1907, Bastyns advertised similar 
services in the journal La Tribune Congolaise:  
  Photographient tous les départs pour le Congo—Expédition au Congo et autres pays  
  tropicaux d’appareils et accessoires photographiques, plaques et papies sensibles, produits 
  chimiques—29, rue des Tanneurs, Anvers.253 
 
The pictured passengers’ solemn or smiling faces, rather affluent attires and confident demeanors denoted 
bourgeois belonging, exactly in line with the “model immigrant” desired by the colonial authorities. It is 
sufficient to juxtapose these portraits with Morel’s loathsome description of individuals casting off thirty 
years earlier to understand the 180-degree change that Marinus’ portraits brought about. As the CRA leader 
reminisced about the departing passengers that he had observed from his Antwerp port’s office, he 
expressed his abhorence for them in these words: 
  Young mostly, and mostly of a poor type, undersized, pallid, wastrels. Some shaken with  
  sobs; others stumbling in semi-intoxication. Many wearing broad tropical felts and with  
  guns slung across their shoulders, proud possessors for the first time in their lives of either. 
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  Here and there an older  bronzed individual—one who has obviously been through all this 
  before. The faces of these, distinctly not good to look upon; scarred with brutality, with  
  cruel and lustful eyes; faces from which one turns with an involuntary shudder of   
  repulsion.254 
 
As opposed to the dismal vision painted by Morel, Marinus’s images displayed male sitters wearing bowler 
hats, neck ties or bow ties, sometimes smoking pipes or cigars; women in fur coats and fox fur scarves 
holding their leather handbags; neatly groomed children and babies in white lace held in arms; nuns in 
immaculate cornets and missionaries draped in deep black cassocks. Men’s attire in these photographs are 
reminiscent of the ironically adopted “ready-to-wear suits of the petit bourgeois” that Magritte and his 
companions never abandoned, as they believed “the bourgeois façade made it possible for them (…) to 
infiltrate as spies the bourgeois world and to subvert the capitalist system from within.”255 The middle-class 
and capitalist Belgian despised by Surrealists was the colonial authorities’ prized recruit, and with Marinus’s 
portraits, the magazine delivered to its readers the message that it was an element of Belgium’s bonne société 
that was moving or traveling to the Congo, rather than its outcasts.  
 It is doubtful that all the people portrayed were actually leaving, and a portion of them was probably 
sending off friends and kin. Nevertheless, the important point was to show that the ranks of Belgian 
colonials and colonial enthusiasts were growing, and were socially rather well off. Contrary to the 
departure-themed covers like the one previously discussed representing Henri Lambert and his friends, the 
persons portrayed by Marinus remained unnamed, and their anonimty made it easier for readers to project 
themselves in their midst. A caption invited them to look for recognizable faces among the crowd.256 The 
suggested familiarity with those about to cross the sea therefore tended to make the prospect of expatriation 
less daunting, as one could imagine being comforted by seeing those glimpsed visages again once in Africa. 
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The IC strove to make the colonial experience appear not as a moment of exile, but rather of re-cognition of 
its people and actors. Marinus’s amicable faces were invitations to confidently take to the sea, and that 
invitation would be reiterated in the first pages of each issue. Regularly arranged askew as to suggest the 
wave movements and the list of ships, framed in porthole-like views, and sometimes interspersed with 
drawings of seagulls that further animated the represented sea milieu, the group portraits provoked a kinetic 
impression that set in motion the boat at the same time as the flipping of the page.  
Keeping the Maverick and Avant-Garde at Bay 
 The normalization of the colonial candidate on the model of the respectable middle class Belgian was 
naturally accompanied by an appeal to his bourgeois photographic tastes. A few months into its existence, 
the magazine published in four parts an extensive lesson to educate readers about picture-taking in the 
Congo.  Entitled “La Photographie aux Colonies,” the course was written by Major René Mathy, who was 
presented as the photography teacher of the Union Coloniale Belge.257 Sharing the same address as the 
editorial office of IC, the Union was a central colonial organization, founded and subsidized in part by the 
successor of Leopold, King Albert I, as well as by different government institutions such as the Ministry of 
Colonies and commercial companies. It consisted of the federation of various colonial associations and 
offered preparatory classes, conferences, a library and information office, where Congo’s veterans and 
outbound colonial candidates, its specialists and enthusiasts could meet and converse.258 The existence of a 
photography class in this social and cultural epicenter of colonial life in the metropole shows how the 
                                                
257 In 1924, René-Louis-Joseph Mathy was a retired military officer, Chevalier de l’Odre de Léopold, who 
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practice of the medium was perceived as an integral activity of a Congolese trip or term. One of the last 
issues of the IC reminded, “Whether you travel by foot, tipoy, bicycle, plane train, boat, or car, your most 
faithful friend must be the camera.”259 
 Mathy’s lesson opened with a declaration of photography’s nature as a “necessary and safe 
documentation,” to which he added its advantage of being an “entertaining hobby” that could counter the 
boredom and isolation popularly associated with Europeans’ lives in Africa. The lesson then continued with 
long technical explanations and advice about the difficult choice, transport, care and use of photographic 
material in the tropics. In fact, the article’s content was a reissue of a 1920 class booklet published by 
L’Union Coloniale, and it concentrated on the delicate manipulation of traditional glass plate cameras, as it 
predated by a few years the market’s penetration by the Leica and other small cameras. The meticulous, 
tiresome, patient and expensive activity that Mathy details at length makes clear the revolution that the 
“pocket” camera would entail for amateurs, and especially amateurs in the tropical Congo.   
 Also in 1925, an author in the Belgian magazine Photographie Moderne described his first encounter 
with this “tiny box” that in spite of its “ridiculous” appearance, seemed enviable for its ease of use, precision 
and affordability. However, he concluded by expressing the certainty that his fellow practitioners, “muni de 
leur lourd attirail de campagne,” would long resist this new trend, convinced as they were that “un grand 
cliché sur plaque justifie une grande fatigue sur route.”260 Belgian photographers were not alone in their 
cautious approach to new cameras like the Leica—as late as 1936, even LIFE magazine discouraged its 
photographers from working with it261—and its exponential popularization only started in 1928.262  
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 Nevertheless, unlike in other European countries, interwar Belgian amateurs defiance towards 
technical innovations paralleled an aesthetic conservatism. In the Congo’s metropole, pictorialism’s 
hegemony persisted long after it had receded elsewhere in front of the avant-garde movements. 263 When an 
inaugural exhibition introduced what was then called “modernist” photographs to Belgian spectators in 
1927, it was violently rejected by the vast majority of the public and the medium’s practitioners,264 who 
persisted in producing soft-focused depictions of timeless Flemish or Walloon pastoral scenes well into the 
1930s. Also, though in the German, French and Russian illustrated papers of the time, one could flip 
through pictures from avant-garde’s leaders like Moholy-Nagy, Brassaï, Man Ray, Lissistzky, Rodchenko and 
André Kertesz,265 up until its 1940 cessation L’Illustration Congolaise remained almost entirely impermeable 
to the influence of the so-called New Photography. It is not that the Belgian art scene did not produce—
albeit belatedly—disciples of the New Vision like, for instance, Willy Kessels or the celebrated Surrealist 
group that is so consistently associated with the national culture. However, at the time, these movements 
were short-lived and unpopular with the public. Despite the triumphant posterity that it has acquired since, 
art historians Virginie Devillez and Bibiane Fréché note that as soon as the early 1930s, Belgian Surrealism’s 
momentum was already in decline.266 A massive auction of the movement’s collection owned by the director 
of the famous Centaure Gallery in Brussels was organized in 1932 when the gallery went bankrupt. As the 
press commented, the session ended in “collapse” when paintings were sold “below the price of the 
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frame.”267 On this occasion, it is interesting to single out the case of the painter Auguste Mambour, who, 
after a celebrated Africanist phase spurred by a stay in the Congo, made a foray into Surrealism. During the 
auction, Mambour bought his own works back to avoid the humiliation of seeing them cheaply sold or not 
sold at all, and then went on to destroy them.  
 If pictorialist photographs never made it to the pages of IC, neither did avant-garde style images, and 
it is easy to understand their rejection in principle by the magazine. Rearguard is exactly how the Congo was 
administered, with the stranglehold and collusion of the so-called “three pillars,” i.e. the Catholic Church, 
the companies, and the State, which in the colony was represented almost exclusively by ministers and 
governors from the conservative Catholic party for the entire period of the Belgian Congo. Therefore, a 
conventional image is precisely what Congo’s shapers wanted to project, in order to appease and appeal to 
the liked-minded bourgeois public it wanted to attract to the colony. The defamiliarization that was the mot 
d’ordre of the avant-gardes was the antithesis of the representational intentions of IC. For instance, the 
favorite strategy of Paul Nougé, the most prominent photographer and theoretician of the Brussels Surrealist 
Group, was that of the dépaysement, the subverted depiction of domestic interiors in which familiar objects 
were subtracted or displaced, making them “objets boulversants,” i.e. “distressing objects (fig.2.6).268 One 
of his photographs entitled La Naissance de l’objet shows a group of people—among whom one recognizes 
Magritte—staring fixedly at an empty living room’s wall, as if a painting or photograph were hung before 
their eyes. A style that sought to dé-payser, that is, to take one out of one’s country or out of one’s comfort 
zone—especially that of the home—was exactly what the IC wanted to avoid.  
 The year of the Surrealist movement’s official birth in Belgium coincided with that of the IC, but 
René Magritte, Raoul Ubac and Paul Nougé never crossed paths with the magazine, in spite of the existence 
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of Surrealist-influenced illustrated magazines such as the 1928–1930 Variétés. The latter’s proclaimed 
“disgust with civilization,” “hatred of bourgeois vanities,” and “disapproval of progress”269 was an 
unacknowledged manifesto against the IC’s colonial mission. In the Congo’s metropole even more than 
elsewhere in Europe, Surrealism made marginality a principle, and, worse for the protectionist colonial 
authorities, had internationalist and communist ties and strong revolutionary, anti-capitalist and anti-clerical 
overtones—all completely at odds, if not downright menacing, to the colonial project. Even though the 
Belgian Surrealists did not claim the firm anti-colonial stance of their counterparts in neighboring France, 
nor did they share their pronounced interest in the exoticism with which French overseas possessions had 
flooded the interwar “negrophilic” Paris,270 the Belgian movement’s photographic techniques were directed 
towards a total disorientation hostile to the aesthetic humdrum and social status quo aspired to by the 
magazine’s colonial editorial board, and the missed rendezvous between Surrealism’s solarization, brûlage, 
photograms, and rayographs, and the magazine needs no further explanation. 
 The New Vision, with its mission to see the world with radically new eyes, and to use techniques 
that defamiliarized the most ordinary—bird’s eyeviews or worm’s eyeviews—was for long kept at bay from 
the pages of the IC, whose agenda was to cajole the reader into envisioning the Congo as a familiar, and 
increasingly identitical-to-Belgium environment, where the reticent Belgian “bon bourgeois” was urged to 
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Documenting the Colonial dédoublement 
 The liminal space of Marinus’s “incipit” pictures was the threshold to the colony, and turning the 
page was casting off and penetrating into the Congo. Following the course of the river,271 the magazine 
methodically covered one region after the next, each time pausing on the industry (or agriculture) 
developing in the area, and advertising the accompanying urbanization and nascent colonial bourgeoisie. 
Katanga and its mineral cornucopia had pride of place in the magazine, and its capital Elisabethville was a 
favorite subject for photographic capture. A five-image layout of a one-page reportage entitled “Some nice 
views of Elisabethville” in 1928 concisely summarized some of the main points of the colonial action of 
interwar Belgium (fig.2.7). From left to right, it showed the realization and improvements of transport 
infrastructures like bridges and cars; parks available for bourgeois leisure and civilization surveyed by King 
Albert’s bust; and the development of classificatory colonial sciences symbolized by the observatory, all 
relying on the fundamental economic and industrial exploitation of the Congo, here in the shape the mine. 
The caption accompanying the Union Minière of Lubumbashi’s iconic smokestack and heap was striking. It 
read,  
  This picture has not been taken in the surroundings of Liège or La Louvière. This is a  
  general view, in Lubumbashi, of the factories and infrastructures of the Union Minière.272 
 
In this way, by anticipating the expected confusion of the reader caused by the resemblance of Katanga to 
Belgium’ s coal mining regions, the author intended to force upon him a sense of familiarity with the 
Congolese landscape. The author of the picture and the caption was P.Verheyen, who resorted numerous 
times to this strategy of landscape equivalence made explicit by a caption. Another example was the parallel 
that he established between an abandoned Katanga mine flooded by waters and the Hofstade Lake, a domain 
situated in the Flemish Brabant, 15 kilometers to the north of Brussels (fig.2.8). Examples of this sort can be 
multiplied. An anonymous photographer published pictures of a Lubumbashi river, whose “aspects reminded 
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strangely—with here and there a touch of exotic vegetation—the bed of the Amblève and Hoëgne,”273 two 
rivers of the southern part of Belgium. Another major economic center of the colony was the port city of 
Matadi. The Father Rinchon, another regular contributor, had photographed the indigenous quarters of the 
town, and the captions described the two bottom pictures as “south views of Brussels.” Matadi had indeed 
christened these parts after the metropole’s capital,274 but the editors’ lack of disambiguation about this 
situation enticed the reader, if only for a second, to look at the image as Brussels itself (fig.2.9). 
 The picturing of the colonial cityscape underwent a similar dédoublement. During colonial conquests, 
the renaming of places after metropolitan pioneers or heroes is well known as a means for symbolically 
seizing and possessing newly occupied territories.275 In the Belgian Congo, Léopoldville or Stanley Falls 
were among the most resonant of these nomenclatures. One can see in the pages of L’Illustration that this 
phenomenon permeated the internal organization of cities, particularly in Léopoldville whose status as 
colonial capital affiliated it with its metropolitan counterpart, Brussels. Architectural historian Johan Lagae 
has discussed the mirroring effect at play between Brussels and what became Kinshasa after independence. 
He argues that the projects of public architecture and city planning of Léopoldville were in part a 
transposition of Brussels’ urban profile. For instance, the new residence of the general governor was 
intended to present facades and volumes repeating those of the Tervuren Museum, with a cupola modeled 
on the one built in the Royal Palace. Or again, Lagae detects in the Kalina neighborhood the image of the 
Parc Royal area and the Mont des Arts structure, both landmarks of the city of Brussels.276  
 If these developments date mostly from after 1945, photographs in the IC showed interwar 
Léopoldville and Elisabethville already visually replicating many of the most well known sights of Brussels. 
An uncredited picture with the caption reading, “ball playing on the place du Petit Sablon,” referred to the 
                                                
273 IC, December 1, 1928, 87, 2224. 
274 I am grateful to Professor Johan Lagae for having pointed out this fact to me. 
275 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 2006), 187–188. 
276 Johan Lagae, “Léopoldville, Bruxelles: Villes Miroirs ?”, Cahiers Africains 73–74, 2007. 
 
 90 
famous square of the same name in the Belgian capital (fig.2.10). Another article about Katanga architect 
Cloquet depicts the grand magasin Le Bon Marché (fig.2.11), after the one situated on the main commercial 
street in Brussels. Many other places with an equivalent in Belgium could be added to this list, like the place 
de la Monnaie, the laiterie du bois de la Cambre, etc. Pictured in this domestic way, the magazine infused 
the viewer with a sense that moving to the Congo was no longer, or at least less and less, like leaving the 
metropole.  
 This persuasion was all the more convincing because the photographs were repeatedly presented to 
the IC’s readers as documents. Although a documentary value had been attached to photography almost since 
its invention in 1839,277 a definition given at the Vè Congrès International de Photographie in 1910 in Brussels 
nails the acceptance of the term in the metropole about a decade before the IC’s first editorial.   
 Une image documentaire doit pouvoir être utilisée pour des études de nature diverse, d’où la 
 nécessité d’englober dans le champ embrassé le maximum de détails possible. Tout image, peut, à 
 un moment donné, servir à des recherches scientifiques. Rien n’est à dédaigner : la beauté de la 
 photographie est ici chose secondaire, il suffit que l’image soit très nette, abondante en détails et 
 traitée avec soin pour résister le plus longtemps possible aux injures du temps.278 
 
Here delimited by its finality as an object of study rather than by a specific stylistic form, the photo 
document constitutes the detailed repository of “exact and precise”279 visual data examined for their 
“immanent truth” to be revealed, in particular to employees of the modern state’s disciplinary and 
surveillance institutions like the police, the prisons, the asylums, the factory;280 to disciples of “modern” 
sciences such as anthropology, sociology, criminology, and history; to artists and artisans; or to pupils in 
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schools. Indeed, the IC characterized its pages as colonial documentation for school children—not to 
mention for prospective investors and qualified workers—which ideally was to be absorbed in preparation 
for tests such as the Concours Colonial Scolaire, 281 a national essay competition and verbal examination for 
high school students covering their colonial knowledge, organized at least eight times between 1920 and 
1940.282 Images were to be studied in a similar fashion to written texts, and even offered a superior source 
of information for the “clear and precise idea” of objects that they provided in contrast to the “painful” 
“vagueness and indecision” left in the mind by writings, which were open for “personal interpretation.”283 
The greatest accuracy was demanded of the captions that imperatively had to accompany the photographs 
sent by contributors, and they were scrupulously reprinted when transposed into the magazine. Similarly, 
photographs’ wholeness was usually kept intact, only rare instances of manipulation like cropping were 
found in the editorial archives of the magazine. The integrity of the document—all the more trustworthy 
because it was itself “documented”—was respected.  
 In the same vein, the photographic practice of the small nucleus of photographers who became more 
permanent correspondents originated in the typical Foucauldian “surveillance and discipline” institutions of 
the colony. For example, Frédéric Dubus, who would become a very prolific contributor to the magazine in 
the 1930s, had been since 1923 the chief of the photography laboratory of the “police technique” at 
Elisabethville’s public prosecutor office. If he was considered there an “excellent photographer,” his 
relationship with his hierarchy went sour when it became known that he was also working as a photographer 
independently from the judiciary police.284 As a “membre effectif du conseil d’administration de 
l’Association belge de photographie,”285 Dubus demanded for his works an authorial and artistic regard and 
freedom that was at odds with his day job’s prosaic conception of the medium. When in 1947 he sought 
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employment from the Service de l’Information, he was rejected (and derided) for the artistic claims and 
authorial control that he wanted over his prints.286 For the colonial authorities, photography was a scientific 
document, not (yet?) an art. Another regular photographer, Roelof-Auguste Snakenbroeck, had been 
trained in engineering drawing at a Brussels industrial school,287 and the IC’s ubiquitous Verheyen-signed 
photographs were authored by a doctor in sciences, “Conservateur-Adjoint à l’Institut Royal des Sciences 
Naturelles de Belgique.”288 
 Unsurprisingly, these oft-duplicated places were among the most prized leisure spots of Brussels 
bourgeoisie, and today one finds in Belgium’s flea markets ubiquitous antique postcards picturing those 
precise places swarming with men, women and children in their Sunday best. Once the Belgian décor was 
set in place, the magazine was able to lure its readers into a belief in the possibility of leading a domestic and 
social life in the Congo akin to that of the metropole. “As all self-respecting modern cities,” the journal 
boasted, “Elisabethville has its bars.” More upliftingly, a reportage entitled “Intellectual Elisabethville” 
pictured a well-maintained library and a bookstore (fig.2.12). Parks like the Fernand De Bock and the 
swimming pools in Léopoldville advertised the leisure-ridden life of the Congo. In a colonial society 
dominated by the Catholic Church, religious rituals occupied an important place in the iconography of the 
journal. The coming out of the Sunday mass or the Te Deum celebrations—the religious ceremony in which 
the Te Deum hymn is sung for the National holiday and King’s day—as well as the St Nicholas children’s 
feast (fig.2.13), all testified to a transposition of Catholic life in the colony, where “ everything concurred to 
remind of our processions of Belgium”, as one article in the magazine rejoiced.  
 An insert about the depression that many colonial wives experienced after arrival, when their 
expectations about life in the Congo had been crushed, indicates the success with which these photographs 
conveyed a convincing image about the Belgianness of social life in the country. In fact, the arrival of civil 
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women (not nuns) on the colonial scene greatly contributed to the improvement of domestic life, in the 
search of a “comme chez soi” within the Congo. Marinus’s gender-mixed and family portraits were already 
hinting at the diversification of a colonial population that for a long period had been exclusively composed of 
single men save for the nuns and Protestant missionaries like Alice Harris. She, for instance, had to leave her 
children behind in the UK, and some thirty years later the possibility of leading a family life in the Congo 
was among the most compelling incentives presented to colonial candidates. A series “Houses of yesterday 
and today,”  (fig.2.14) unusually authored by a woman using the pen name Chantal, juxtaposes “before and 
after” houses. She praises the “calm and easiness of life” that oozes from these houses. Another type of 
pictures was meant to reassure mothers about raising children in the Congo. The St. Nicholas children’s 
feast mentioned above was captioned with these words: “Just like in Brussels or Antwerp, the children and 
parents follow the car of St. Nicholas in the avenues of the city” (italics mine). Another image of young 
pupils schooled by nuns affirmed that “In Congo like in Belgium, the little white children are having fun” 
(fig.2.15). Ten years after a speaker at the 1926 Brussels Congrès Colonial had discarded the possibility of 
family life in the Congo because of a lack of comfort and instruction,289 the journal rebutted these outdated 
opinions by painting a colonial society where everything had become just like in the metropole. 
 The discrepancy between the images and the reality seems to have disappointed more than one 
newly arrived colonial. Pierre Daye, also speaking at the Colonial Congrès, regretted that in spite of the 
rigorous hiring selection, “les statistiques montrent qu’un certain nombre d’engagés doivent, pour des 
motifs divers, abandonner l’Afrique dès la première année. La moyenne de durée de séjour en Afrique est 
de deux termes, ou de six ans.” Even if Daye did not directly blame the propaganda, one page later he 
warned against presenting the colonial career “sous des couleurs trop riantes” and advocated representing it 
                                                




“as it is.”290 In a programmatic speech that the IC editors seem to have dutifully followed, the Lieutenant 
Laude professed at the same occasion the necessity for the young agent to leave,  
  sans esprit de retour… Il doit, ce jeune homme regarder le Congo, non comme une gare de 
  passage, mais comme une station d’arrivée, comme le pays où il va se créer une patrie  
  nouvelle, fille de celle qu’il s’apprête à quitter. (...) Il faut que le Belge colonial s’habitue à  
  l’idée que là où flotte notre drapeau, là aussi est le pays.291 
 
Pronounced in front of the assembled colonial world by one of the most active colonial propagandists of the 
time, these ideas seem to have found a deep resonance.    
 The documentary genre was not foreign to governmental propaganda, even if the usually imprecise 
understanding of the latter’s term as falsified information only can at first obscure their connection. Rather 
than defining propaganda as necessarily fraudulent, Garth Jowett and Victoria O’Donnell describe it as “the 
deliberate and systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to 
achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist.”292 Therefore the documentarist’s 
goal of enlightening and educating the largest audience possible about a social reality with the aim of reform 
is not at odds with the propagandists’ will to convert that audience to their views. The systematically 
subtitled “journal de propagande colonial” IC announced its ambition to convince readers of Belgian 
imperialism’s validity and merit and to enlist them into the colonial project. Their means of achieving this 
persuasion was co-opting the photo document’s pretense of unflinching veracious rigor and borrowing the 
documentary genre’s form, in order maximize the credibility of the Congolese images that it offered. 
 The apex of the IC’s documentary style is found in the last seasons of 1939, when six-page long 
reportages covered various social achievements in Léopoldville (fig.2.16). The health system was the most 
prized aspect of the Belgian Congo; on the shoulders of its authorities fell not only the responsibility for 
securing better medical standards for the less adventurous bourgeois family man that it wanted to attract, 
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but also for providing urgent care for a Congolese population that had been decimated by the CFS’ physical 
abuses and epidemics. In the interwar period, denatality was a constant worry, most notably because of the 
dearth of manpower. Therefore, fifteen pictures presented a state-of-the-art medical infrastructure 
(fig.2.16). An aerial view of pavilions showed the vastness of the Clinique Reine Elizabeth site and 
demonstrated its large capacity, which nevertheless did not seem to be the least necessary, since not a single 
patient was in view in any of the photographs. The deserted Art Nouveau style hall made the spectator 
assume that no one needed treatment in the Congo, where the hygienists’ vigilance—three pictures 
represented disinfecting indigenous teams—and the hospital site’s airiness and good atmosphere produced 
by the surrounding vegetation prevented anyone from falling sick or being contaminated. A long line of 
mothers and their babies in front of a building showed the medical establishment’s assuidity at preventive 
consultations, and another depicting an open-air sewing class for married women implied that they were 
taught how to properly clothe their children. The final double mother-and-child portrait demonstrated that 
in the Belgian Congo indigenous families were the picture of health. 
 The IC drew on the documentary genre to anchor the indisputable authenticity of its imaging of the 
colony. What is fascinating is that the magazine claimed for the pictures that it published the same 
documentary authority that its colonial press’ forebears—Le Petit Bleu, etc.—had energetically contested in 
their defense against the CRA’s photographic indictment of King Leopold’s administration. As we have seen 
in Chapter 1, the vexed supporters of the CFS responded to the CRA’s use of photographs as evidence by 
forcefully disputing the truth of Alice Harris’s pictures, by presenting opposing images that selectively 
depicted another, more flattering, Congolese reality, and even by producing sample montages in order to 
prove the doctorability of photographs. Therefore, the negationism of the Leopoldian Congo’s abuses 
implied a repression of previously professed notions about photography, namely, its malleability, or to twist 
Mark Twain’s words, its “corruptibility.” For the Belgian Congo, the rehabilitation of the medium that had 
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doomed the CFS entailed the truncation of some of its aspects, a recurrent trope in the history of 
photography.293   
 Rather, the IC representation’s tenet was that how the Congo was pictured was how the Congo 
ontologically existed. Contemplating the magazine’s photographic “documents” of the colony actually 
allowed, as flatly stated at the Brussels Congrès, to facilitate “la reconstitution de ce qu’ils représentent,” and 
to practically “replace the view of objects”294 (italics mine). And indeed, it is exactly in these terms that a 
1929 advertising insert about the release of a book of photography envisaged pictures brought back from the 
colony. It affirmed that by examining them, “all Belgians will be able, without leaving their home, to 
undertake the audacious trip throughout the colony.”295 Here pictures of the Congo allowed motionless 
travel to the 6,000-kilometer distant Central Africa as they recreated it for the armchair colonialist, or even 
better, as the pictures substituted themselves for the “real” colony. The editors’ intention was to promote 
the idea that the photographic print and its referent were interchangeable. But crucially also, they purported 
that the Congo was less and less remote, the trip less and less “audacious” because, and this is key, it 
progressively replicated the metropole’s setting and social life. The full above-mentioned add read, 
 By reading and watching Le Miroir du Congo Belge, all Belgians will be able, without leaving their 
 home, to undertake the audacious trip throughout the colony, whose face takes little by little the beloved 
 features of the motherland (italics mine). 
 
In a similar fashion to the book that it promoted—significantly entitled Le Miroir du Congo Belge—the 
magazine set to photographically map the “extension of the Belgian soil” wished for in its opening editorial, 
capturing its gradually transposed “beloved features.” In short, it portrayed a colony on its way to becoming 
a modèle of the metropole. 
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Photography vs. Art 
 A “journal of documentation and art” is how the magazine introduced itself from the onset, but the 
“art” label was more reserved for the then-called africaniste painters and sculptors—usually Belgian artists 
working with African motifs most often inspired by a trip to the Congo—and later indigenous sculptures 
and paintings largely reproduced in the journal. Although sculptors, painters and photographers—and 
cinematographers—were all enlisted in the “propagande par l’image,”296 they were assigned distinct 
functions within it. Already in a speech presented at the Académie Royale des Beaux-Arts de Belgique in 
1899, Charles Tardieu had formulated,  
  Et le Congo étant belge par l’initiative royale et la collaboration du pays, on concevrait  
  parfaitement que le paysage belge ambitionnât de l’annexer à son nationalisme, comme la 
  peinture française s’annexa l’Algérie et la Tunisie.297 
 
The Belgian Fine Arts were to “annex” the African landscape, or in Périer’s words, to improve “la 
connaissance de la plus grande Belgique.”298 Nevertheless, this integration did not entail the ambition of 
colonial photography in the IC to present the colony “as an extension of the Belgian soil,” as a progressive 
replication of the metropole. On the contrary, it insisted on Congo’s exotic beauty, what becomes 
especially clear in the comparison with French Orientalism. Photography and art were regularly opposed in 
that the first was conferred with the power to objectivally inform and convince, whereas the second owned 
the power to move or to make the viewer dream. Again Périer explained that, 
  La photo ne suffit pas à nous renseigner sur des êtres ou sur le paysage au milieu duquel ils 
  aiment, souffrent, luttent contre le temps. Nous voulons savoir comment ils ont   
  impressioné le coeur de celui qui ne fait le métier ni d’acheter, ni de vendre, mais cherche 
  seulement la substance pathétique de la vie: l’amour, la souffrance, la lutte.299 
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Here Périer rather caricaturally ranked photographs in the venal domain of commerce’s aid, and reserved 
for the fine arts the rendering of impressions and feelings. In fact, he divided one and the other according to 
the distinct audiences to which the different media were to appeal: photographs’ alleged objective sobriety 
was reassuring to investors (and agents) wishing to migrate for the long term, while africaniste art’s more 
risky exoticism attracted tourists in search of a momentary escapist frisson. In a similar vein, the previously 
mentioned painter Auguste Mambour encapsulated the same kind of idea when deriding “the banal Negroes 
of documentary photographs.” He claimed his preference for “those responding to my ideal vision of human 
form and to the superior demands of beauty…”300 However, what constituted a limitation for Périer and 
Mambour was photography’s main asset for the editors of the IC. It was precisely because photographs were 
unadulterated by the artist’s idealist or emotional intervention, because they conformed to the “banality” of 
the real, that they were credible documents.  
The Representations of Africans 
 L’Illustration’s picturing of indigenous Congolese assumed a complex set of relations. The magazine’s 
images and texts often presented discordant visions that betrayed either a lack of or an indecisive and non-
unified policy regarding the natives, who, in the pages of the very economically oriented journal under 
study, were first and foremost considered manpower. Their representation in a regular section entitled 
“Scènes Indigènes” oscillates between a bucolic, or condescending attitude toward the “not-yet 
Europeanized” Africans, and an amused or benevolent one toward the accultured Congolese. However, one 
can detect a tendency to shape or interpret the image of the Congolese after a metropolitan original 
(fig.2.17). One page presents three pictures with the “progression” of Africans toward civilization: a naked 
and polygamous chief with his wives, a half-civilized couple because they are half-naked, and a civilized 
couple, in European attire. In a report about a Capucins mission, Father Rinchon staged the children in their 
care and costumed a young couple as early twentieth-century European peasants (fig.2.18). Interestingly, 
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for the editors of the magazine, the relation seemed to be the closest between Congolese and Belgian 
women, whose maternal function is a frequent element of proximity. Repeatedly also, the alleged 
incorrigible vanity of African and Belgian women was a subject of commonality. Hair grooming scenes were 
ubiquitous, with captions such as, “the art of hairdressing occupies a significant place. From this point of 
view, the difference between European and Congolese ladies is not important” (fig.2.19). 
 While the New Photography’s momentum was waning by 1931 in the countries that had seen it first 
emerge,301 the IC knew a tardy infiltration of the movement’s techniques in its pages. Low angle shots and 
montages were especially made use of and significantly, were reserved to Europeanized Congolese. In the 
direct service of the colonial authority, the Force Publique soldiers and policemen (fig.2.20 and 2.21) were 
at the forefront of the civilization process, and their transformation—conversely to Belgians’perpetuation of 
their décor and social life in the Congo—justified the use of defamiliarizing techniques that permitted 
viewers to see them in a new light in the exercise of their musical or athletic duty. In particular, the Force 
Publique’s private, whose “loyalty,” as explained earlier, played an important part in the awakening of the 
metropole’s esteem for the indigenous population, was aggrandized by the contre-plongée at a time when the 
imminence of World War II saw the journal emphasizing their courage.  
 Just a few months before the IC’s cessation, an article rejoiced about the complete appropriation of 
the colony by Belgians, and about the erasure of early doubts and fears. It read, 
  Il est bien à nous, le Congo Belge, ce fameux Congo auquel nous hésitions à croire jadis,  
  pour y pénétrer, il fallait: une santé de fer, un équipement d’explorateur, une nature  
  audacieuse et toujours une âme de héros! On racontait alors, comme dans les légendes,  
  que c’était un pays merveilleux mais inconfortable, malsain, dangereux. Les reptiles, les  
  fauves, les anthropophages l’habitaient. Aujourd’hui… le cauchemar est fini. L’homme blanc y 
  échafaude touts les rêves possibles et, dans cette dixième province belge, “Paradis de  
  Contrastes”, le Touriste est invite… Le Touriste, le BELGE SURTOUT, car, en faisant une 
  randonnée là-bas, il va “CHEZ LUI”…dès que son pied foule la terre congolaise, partout  
  nos trois couleurs lui crient: “ICI ON EST EN FAMILLE!”302 
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However, this homecoming to a Congolese-replicated Belgium began to be nuanced by a parallel tendency 
to underline the perseverance of a traditional way of life in the colony. Entitled “Contrastes,” the above-
mentioned article juxtaposed, for instance, pictures of a traditional hut in front of which posed a naked baby 
and his bare elders, next to a Stanleyville avenue lined with grand villas and their luxuriant and manicured 
gardens. The latters, the author insisted, “n’altère en rien la simplicité primitive d’un village voisin.” In 
opposition to images designed for more permanent colonials, it was essential to highlight the preservation of 
the traditional Congo for tourists longing for a change of scenery and atmosphere from an increasingly tense 
Europe. At the dawn of the Second World War, whose onset the journal significantly did not refer once, 
one could “get rid of a troublesome civilization” by coming to the Congo, where the TSF had not chased 
away the gong, where the iron train tunnels had not completely replaced the suspended liana bridges, and 
where, for a few weeks only, one could recharge one’s batteries among “pacifist populations claiming their 
grateful affection”303 (italics mine). In a complete reversal of the dominating discourse of the past 14 years, 
the magazine celebrated the “genius of the savage” and the “survival of a moving primitive atmosphere” and 
represented them less forcefully as a mirror of the homeland, now that its allegedly superior and “modern” 
civilization was once again throwing Europe into the morass of war. 
 In contrast to the treatment that the magazine had long reserved for the Congolese, they were now 
more individualized either by their names and history or by the shot used to capture their image.  For 
example, the passing of a Congolese traditional chief that would never have made news ten years previously 
was suddenly given three full pages in two different issues, accompanied by a respectful obituary304 and an 
almost Nadarian portrait. In addition, covers from the IC’s final year repeatedly featured close-ups of 
“traditional-looking” Africans (fig.2.22). As Laura Mulvey writes in her essay “Close-up and Commodities,” 
“The star close-up would hold the story in stasis, cutting her image out from the general flow of the 
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narrative, emphasizing her function as spectacle in its own right.”305 By immersing him or herself into the 
spectacle of the cut-out face, the viewer could put the inescapable march toward the war on hold. In the 
placid, “timeless” faces of the Africans, he or she could forget the grimacing gesticulations of a Hitler whose 
image was ever multiplying in the illustrated press and in newsreels of European cities’ theaters. 
 In the very last issue of April 1940, the photographer Gérard De Boe published one of his several 
page photoreportages about Léopoldville, here taking the Fernand De Bock park as his subject. The 
magazine’s final number was published one month before Belgium’s invasion by the German armies, and the 
complete absence of any sort of conclusive editorial content makes it clear that its cessation was not 
anticipated. Nevertheless, the tone was elegiac and the reportage ended with one photograph captioned, 
“The image of Belgium among the palm trees” (fig.2.23). What it showed was an old-style windmill—one 
of the favorite subjects of the extinguished pictorialists in the Belgian countryside—surrounded by the 
exotic Congolese vegetation. Just a few days before the ruination that the Second World War would bring 
to Europe and the metropole began, Belgian colonizers had not refrained from imposing their “image” on 
that of the Congo. However, it was not the unshakable picture of industrial and scientific progress, rather 










                                                




The InforCongo Photography Service (1945–1960) 
      
     Combien de Belges ne connaissent le Congo que par l’image?306 
 
On the eve of Congolese Independence, June 29, 1960, the German photojournalist Robert Lebeck 
captured in Léopoldville an image so eloquent that it would become an iconic emblem for the whole of 
African decolonization.307 In the midst of the crowd attending the official parade of the Belgian King 
Baudouin and the newly-appointed Congo president Joseph Kasavubu, a young African man in suit and tie is 
fleeing from the sparkling black limousine while brandishing the sword he has just snatched from Baudouin’s 
side (fig.3.1). Not only did the theft of the royal weapon powerfully symbolize the dismissal of colonial 
authority, but more importantly for our discussion, that exogenous snapshot simultaneously drew the final 
curtain on half a century of Belgian photographic control in the colony. Ever since the affront of the CRA’s 
atrocity pictures campaign, the colonial authorities had exerted an increasing control over the photographic 
representation of the Congo that was to culminate in the licensed images of the June 30 festivities. 
Nevertheless, similarly to the tragically heroic and unauthorized speech of Congo’s first Prime Minister 
Patrice Lumumba on that same day,308 Lebeck’s picture shattered the myth of a colonization harmoniously 
lived, gratefully endured, and crowned by an independence magnanimously granted by the metropole, 
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rather than demanded by the Congolese. The final act of visual mise-en-scene staged by the imperial power 
had gone awry, and the lese-majesty image announced the explosion of the colonial system of image control 
that had until then regulated photography in the country.  
 The worldwide fame that Lebeck’s photograph acquired was proportional to the shock of its 
iconoclastic contrast with the dominant and drastically polished image of the colonie modèle in the final two 
decades of Belgian colonization. Starting in the late 1930s, the state, in the shape of the Ministry of 
Colonies, united previously disparate propagandist efforts, of which the magazine L’Illustration Congolaise was 
the most accomplished forerunner.309 A full-fledged investment by the Ministry of Colonies in the 
photographic and cinematic spheres climaxed in the 1950 creation of the Centre d’Information et de 
Documentation du Congo Belge et du Ruanda-Urundi (C.I.D). 310 Known from 1955 as InforCongo in Belgium and 
as CongoPresse in Leopoldville until the latter’s cessation in 1968, these governmental services hired a group 
of skilled professional photographers whose mission was to develop a systematic and encyclopedic recording 
of the Congo. They monopolized nearly all public photographic representations of the colony for the 
national and international press, literature and exhibitions.   
In the context of the world’s intensifying anti-imperialism on the part of the United Nations, the 
communist block and the United States, and in the wake of multiplying African unrests,311 I argue that the 
Belgians defended their “superior” and imperishable brand of colonialism by securing an unprecedented 
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control over a Congo represented as tranquil and cheerful, and whose visual replications of the metropole 
bore the indelible imprint of Belgium’s stranglehold and “intimacy” with its colony. By weaving further the 
photographic “affinities” of décor initiated in L’Illustration Congolaise, the authorities wanted to present 
Belgium and the Congo as Siamese nations that it would have been “against nature” to separate.  
Crucially, that prescribed affiliation also found a new important form of expression in the 
development of an iconography of kinship between Congolese and Belgians, who as this extended family 
supposedly manifested a reciprocal aspiration to unity and a mutual attraction to an interpenetrated “family 
album” imagery. The depiction of the so-called “Belgian-Congolese community” and its évolués sons and 
daughters—the Europeanized rising middle class—was the finest of that colonial window, but crucially also, 
they were its newly intended spectators and enlisted participants. The Ciné-Photo unit counted many 
African employees—laboratory assistants and photographers—and Joseph Makula, the most prolific of 
them, became the main portraitist of the évolué group to which he belonged himself. Their case attests to the 
co-authorship of the colonie modèle’s visuality, and Makula’s images constitute a fascinating iconic terrain at 
the intersection of two usually antagonistic impulses: imperial propaganda and black modern self-imaging.  
The Bureaucracy and Surveillance of the Image 
 The genealogy of the state’s propagandist institutional efforts in photography and film originates in 
the years preceding World War II. In 1937, the Ministry created the Fonds Colonial de Propagande Economique 
et Sociale in Brussels, a fund destined to finance and publicize propagandist initiatives in Belgium, the Congo, 
and abroad.312 It comprised a Centre de Documentation et de renseignements au public, a Musée 
Commercial and, already, a photothèque and a cinémathèque.313 The Fonds put an end to the unregulated reign 
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of mostly private companies’ initiatives in producing moving and still pictures, such as was the case of 
L’Illustration Congolaise, sponsored by the multi-entrepreneur and banker Baron Henri Lambert and the lobby 
of L’Union Coloniale.  Now for the first time, the state positioned itself as the principal producer and 
coordinator of public photography, a model that would remain the norm until independence.314 During the 
war, the colony’s isolation from the metropole motivated the establishment in Léopoldville of a Service de 
l’Information du Gouvernement Général that would succeed naturally to l’Office Colonial once the hostilities 
were over.315   
 But it is in 1950 that all these former entities were subsumed into the far-ranging CID, the Centre 
d’Information et de Documentation du Congo Belge et du Ruanda-Urundi (the Center for Information and 
Documentation of the Belgian Congo and Ruanda Urundi). The CID, which included an economic and 
general documentation department, managed the organization of fairs and exhibitions and was in charge of 
the diffusion of publications and artistic activities.316 Importantly also, it inherited from the mission “to 
reproduce pictures and distribute films transmitted by the General Governor.”317 These images were 
produced in great number and forwarded by the photographers employed by the so-called Ciné-Photo office 
or le Service Photographique du GG in Léopoldville,318 at the head of which the talented Henri Goldstein 
would remain until independence. Finally, in 1955, along with l’Office du Tourisme du Congo Belge et du 
Ruanda-Urundi, the CID was folded into l’Office de l’Information et des Relations Publiques pour le Congo Belge et le 
Ruanda-Urundi, better known as Inforcongo in Brussels, and its branch in Léopoldville, as Congopresse. Both 
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maintained a highly organized photothèque and cinémathèque that archived, displayed, and distributed images, 
and a six-tome catalogue, Le Plan de Classement, that meticulously compiled their inventory. 
 The numerous reorganizations, the long and complicated names of the successive images’ managing 
bodies, and their complex and over-hierarchized organization chart, were supposed to improve the 
centralization and fix the lack of coordination that had existed between the previous offices.319 Above all, the 
reorganizations testify to an extremely bureaucratic administration for which photographs were first and 
foremost documents to be accumulated and processed. A unique 23x17 cm format of black-and-white 
images was systematically accompanied by lengthy and bilingual text (French and Dutch), the credited name 
of the photographer, and a number of entry into the classifying system, all typed on a vignette glued without 
fail to the back of the picture (fig.3.2). The negative was then duplicated and distributed between the 
Brussels and Léopoldville photothèques where they were filed and stored in cabinets, in this way 
importantly exposing both the colonial and metropolitan audiences to an identical imagery. There, they 
awaited consultation from journalists, teachers and pupils, and prospective colonials. They were also made 
available for orders and enlargement to schools, national and international magazines, and others.  
 The semantic transition from a “propaganda fund” to an “information and documentation centre” was 
thoroughly reflected upon, and implemented by decree in order to dispel the mistrust that the word and 
concept of propaganda inspired after World War II.320 An approach of photography as part of a more 
nuanced campaign of public relations was conceived, as an “action of presence and objective documentation 
(…) that did not force conviction (…) but rather placed under one’s eyes (…) commented, illustrated and 
                                                
319 Archives Africaines, OC 1576, 210.12. “Projet de décret- Création d’un comissariat général à 
l’information et aux relations publiques pour le Congo belge et le Ruanda-Urundi”, 1; Bernard Balteau, 
William Ugeux: un témoin du siècle (Brussels: Racine, 1997), 140.  
320 Archives Africaines, Infopresse 81, Liasse O.I.R.P Statuts, Création OIRP. Décret du 27.4.55 B.O du 
15-5-55 n°10. Booklet “Projet de décret. Création d’un ‘Commissariat Général à l’Information et aux 
Relations Publiques pour le Congo Belge et le Ruanda Urundi.”  
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nicely styled elements of a file, whose very nature tended to encourage adherence.”321 It is in the context of 
this reorientation toward a less heavy-handed visual communication that the CID photographers borrowed 
from the style and discourse of photojournalism, at a time when the genre knew its apogee.  
 American illustrated periodicals, and in particular the most famous of them, Life Magazine, were 
cited as references by the authorities for their own magazines’ projects, “in which the image and not the text 
would constitute the main element, with the image demonstrating the text.”322 Between 1945 and 1956, La 
Revue Coloniale Belge (fig.3.3-3.4) would be an important, but far from the only, outlet for InforCongo 
images. The graphics of its cover, with a full-page photograph framed by a bright color strip, was 
reminiscent of Life, and within its pages a great deal of space was dedicated to pictures. Others, such as La 
Revue Congolaise Illustrée, but also non-colonial periodicals like Le Soir Illustré and many more, would feature 
Inforcongo’s photographs. Magazines were envisaged as a “multiplier of colonial images” and were readily 
sent to schools for free, as the impact of images on young people was believed to be cardinal.323 The 
photographers were hired as reporters-photographes, and the successive ministerial services’ reorganization 
progressed toward attaching them to the so-called press bureau.324 They created reportages composed of an 
ensemble of images, united by the same extended caption, that were destined to be reproduced together. 
 Obviously, the propagandist colonial project was at odds with photojournalism’s pretension of 
objectivity, but the genre’s guise was a convenient way to anchor the credibility of the Belgian Congo’s 
representation.  However, there was no such thing as freedom of the press in the colony. The photographers 
held the status of civil servant, and they gained their advancement through a concours held once a year in 
                                                
321 Op.cit, 2. 
322 Archives Africaines. Infopresse 92. Liasse “Réorganisation des services de l’information et de la 
propagande coloniale.” Note pour Monsieur le Chef de Cabinet from Van Den Haute, July 23rd, 1946. “où 
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323 Archives Africaines. Infopresse 23, PV of the Comission Coloniale Scolaire of February 9th, 1950. 
324 Archives Africaines. Infopresse 92, Liasse “Réorganisation des services de l’information et de la 
propaganda colonial”, “Ministre Dequae to Gouverneur Général on December 7th, 1953.” 
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Léopoldville.325 Rather than being seen as the products of auteurs, their images became the property of the 
state. Goldstein and the others had no rights to their own work, and were not even allowed to make 
pictures professionally independently from the state, without a prior permission that was rarely granted.326  
 Travel to the Congo for foreign photographers and journalists was not particularly easy nor 
encouraged, as InforCongo had been created to “favour the Belgian point of view,”327 and because the 
administration, still nursing its wounds as a result of the destructive CRA campaign, preferred to trust loyal 
nationals to paint the best colonial picture. Interviewed about the raison d’être of InforCongo, its founding 
director William Ugeux was still stating in the 1990s the need to counter what seemed to be the unshakable 
reputation, inherited from King Leopold’s CFS, of Belgians as “bourreaux de nègres.” Even Belgian 
journalists were kept under a close watch. Already in 1929, Pierre Davister, a journalism and media mogul 
in the Congo well into the 1960s328—was ironically describing the zealous affability with which 
unannounced journalists were received in the colony. 
 Au Congo Belge… plaignez le pauvre journaliste qui veut aller là-bas, bien simplement et en toute 
 liberté, mener la petite enquête dont on l’a chargé! Vous ne savez pas au milieu de quelles 
 difficultés il va se débattre… Quand le Ministère des Colonies apprend que quelqu’un entend aller 
 au Congo pour un autre motif que de s’occuper de commerce ou d’administration, il semble 
 toujours pris, à la fois, d’une crise d’inquiétude et d’une crise d’amabilité. (…) tout est mis en 
 œuvre pour que son entreprise soit utilement, habilement, aimablement secondée. (…) Quand le 
 voyageur anormal débarque en Congolie… le télégraphe a depuis longtemps prévenu tout le monde 
 de la manière exacte dont il convenait de l’accueillir. A peine sur le sol noir, il est accaparé, fêté, 
 choyé.  Il serait sans doute, malséant d’employer le mot de “camouflage.” Mais enfin, il est 
 entendu par les  autorités qu’il y a des choses que le voyageur anormal verra et d’autres qu’il ne  
                                                
325 Interview of Henri Goldstein by Sandrine Colard, June 8, 2013.  
326 Ibid. 
327  Archives Africaines, Infopresse 52, Liasse (8?) “Journalistes Coloniaux”, Letter of G. Heenen to the 
Minister, February 16, 1959. 
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  verra point. Cela se passe ainsi dans toutes les colonies du monde.329 
 
These controlling measures became drastic after World War II. Since the colonial authorities could not close 
Congo’s borders and were still craving any good publicity, they put in place for foreign journalists a strict 
traveling procedure of voyageurs recommandés.330 It meant that the government offered advantages to 
prospective reporters such as transportation and guided visits by an administration agent—which obviously 
allowed them to be kept under close watch during their stay—in return for a detailed route that had to be 
approved beforehand by the authorities. Reporters were selected on the basis of their nationality, and the 
important criterion was that the future reportage did not “harm interests of Belgium and its colony.”331 For 
instance, Germans were undesirable as their “already too pronounced interest”332 in the Congo was not to be 
further encouraged. Even the shooting of the Hollywood studio’s films like King Solomon’s Mines was 
monitored.333 
 In any case, the occasional flouting of that procedure caused alarm among the CID’s employees. For 
instance, the unannounced arrival of Dutch photographer Cas Oorthuys for Life Magazine provoked a 
panicked exchange of letters within the Ministry,334 as did the visit of the African-American photographer 
Ernest Dunbar, the first black photo-reporter to be hired by Look Magazine.335 Even the development and 
enlargement of photographs were preferably trusted to Belgians over non-nationals, no matter how long 
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they had been residents.336 This ensured that the last twenty years of the Belgian Congo’s photographic 
representation was saturated by InforCongo images, or at the very least, by a state-sanctioned vision of the 
colony. Today the Royal Museum of Central Africa in Tervuren (Belgium) holds the largest—though not 
complete—collection of the CID photographs, what amounts to twenty thousand images.337 At the time of 
independence, their reproduction had been free of copyright restriction for two decades, which 
spectacularly facilitated and multiplied their circulation around the world. 
A New Panorama of the Congo 
 A desire to exhaustively portray the Congo had been part of representational initiatives almost from 
the beginning of Belgian colonialism. The panorama was a recurrent pictorial genre, either in painting or 
photography. The 1913 Panorama du Congo was a 115-meter-long and 14-meter-high painted fresco 
commissioned for the Gent International Exhibition—an event with encyclopedic ambition—and it 
reproduced numerous landscapes and scenes “typical” of the colony. Displayed circularly and lit by 
reflectors, it enveloped the viewer, who stood on an 8-meter-high platform and experienced a theatrically 
reconstructed Congo. The beaux livres tradition also counted photographic versions of such overviews, like 
the abundantly illustrated Panorama du Congo338 of 1912, or Le Miroir du Congo Belge in 1928. As we have also 
seen, L’Illustration Congolaise had been conceived as a voyage throughout the colony, methodically covering 
one region after another to allow the reader to get fully acquainted with the country. 
 The Service de Photographie’s images and their arrangement in the six-tome catalogue of the CID 
was the apex of that push towards visual comprehensiveness. It recorded each year thousands of new images 
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“se rapportant à tout ce qui a trait au Congo Belge et au Ruanda-Urundi.”339 It counted ten “rubrics” 
themselves subdivided into “compartments” according to the nature, geographical localization or other 
criteria. The rubrics were entitled as follows:  
Aspects of the country; Indigenous Types; Cultural Documentation; 
Fauna/Flora/Agriculture/Hunting/Fishing/Entomology; Industries; 




The addition of each of these categories was to sum up to a whole, to a totalized representation of the 
Congo, to, in fact, a complete photographic survey of the colony. If disbelief over a small country like 
Belgium owning an empire 80 times its size has become a rhetorical cliché in literature about the Congo, it 
is surely even more baffling that this country tried to turn those 2,345,000 square kilometres of Central 
African land into a tidy photographic compilation arranged in the drawers and cabinets of a Brussels office. 
Rather, it would be more correct to state that the catalogue pretended to be the photographic sum of the 
colony, as it systematically overlooked any subversive subjects. To cite just two examples, the segregation 
that regimented the city, and the gang of “Bills”— young men from Léopoldville inspired by American 
Westerns and embodying an “anti-évolué” style of masculinity—were invisible. 
 The quasi-contemporaneity of photography’s invention with the heightening of modern colonial 
expansion in Europe provoked the decisive encounter of two ordering impulses. As Thomas Richards has 
noted, the advent of the new imperialism from the 1860s forward was importantly predicated on a shifted 
conception of empire as “united not by force but by information.”340 Geographical maps, topographical 
surveys, taxonomies of all sorts, censuses, anthropological typologies and museums, were some of the many 
efforts of imposing order and control on distant lands.  These efforts were formidably seconded by the 
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photographic medium. The famous 1889 Flemish-founded Gevaert photo company (today Agfa-Gevaert) 
dominated the Belgian professional and amateur market with its products, manuals and courses—Carlo 
Lamote, for instance, was trained there—and was firmly established in the Congo. There, it promoted the 
practice of photography as more than just a hobby, as “the most precious of auxiliaries of men of science, 
explorers, journalists, and information agencies.”341 
 A latecomer on the imperial stage, the Belgian state repeatedly emulated longer-established colonial 
powers to shape its own. Already the Dutch empire had been the colonial muse of King Leopold’s economic 
system.342 In terms of information management, Great Britain and the considerable administrative challenge 
that its mammoth empire represented was a direct inspiration, not the least because Belgians had learned the 
painful lesson of the formidable efficiency of the CRA campaign—a UK initiative. The magazine The Crown 
Colonist was a model, for instance, for what would become La Revue Coloniale Belge. And one year prior to 
the 1950 CID creation, a Ministry of the Colonies’ official had been sent to London to observe the 
functioning of the British Information Service and its organization of the “Colonial Month,” from which trip 
he returned enthusiastic.343  
 Again, the entire system of classification of the photographs, the Classement Décimal Universel 
(CDU), was inspired by one elaborated by the American Melvil Dewey. Adapted by the Belgians Paul Otlet 
and Henri Lafontaine in 1885—interestingly also the year of Leopold’s creation of the CFS—the CDU’s 
vocation was to be a total and universal gathering and organization of human knowledge. A pioneer in 
information science, today the CDU is celebrated as the ancestor of Google, which is collaborating with the 
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Belgian repository of Otlet and Lafonatine’s work—the Mundaneum—to preserve and study their legacy.344 
An inifinitely expandable numerical organization system, allowing perpetual subdivisions, the CDU 
represents the archive fever par excellence. The classification of images was crucial for the CID and for the 
photographers themselves. In my interview and others, it was the first aspect that Henri Goldstein evoked 
about his work as he admiringly described this twentieth century version of a panopticon. 
The Image in Itself 
 Just a few months after the creation of the CID, in July 1950 the first and only group exhibition of 
the work of the Information Service photographers was held in Léopoldville by the Union Africaine des Arts 
et des Lettres (U.A.A.L). A dynamic association born in Elizabethville in 1946, it sought to invigorate the 
cultural life of the colony’s residents—previously abandoned in “vast territories of intellectual solitude,”345 
in its director’s words—by organizing high-quality events and tours of local and metropolitan artists, 
musicians and writers, and by publishing its magazine Jeune Afrique, in close collaboration with the Ministry 
of Colonies. Additionally, the U.A.A.L made it a point of honour to promote both research and the 
preservation of African oral, musical and artistic traditions against the “fatal erosion” provoked by Western 
influence. 346 
 The exhibition reunited the pictures of Henry Goldstein, Carlo Lamote and Jan Mulders—the three 
most permanent and prolific of Inforcongo’s photographers—and was entitled “Paysages et Types 
Congolais” (Congolese Types and Landscapes). The U.A.A.L’s manifesto of indigenous cultures’ recognition 
and preservation was part of a larger new trend of “indigenist” policies that in the arts was translated most 
importantly by the foundation of the COPAMI, the Commission pour la Protection des Arts et Métiers 
Indigènes. This tendency made the U.A.A.L embrace the idea of a partially surviving and unchanged 
tradition, and endorse the old-fashioned typology of Africans pursued in the show with photographs 
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captioned as “Mangbetu Woman,” “Type Bayaka,” or again, “Woman Mututsi” in the Ruanda. In the same 
way that the only available entry for the portraits of Congolese in the CID catalogue was “indigenous type,” 
the ethnic designation here still superseded the African sitters’ names, and the individual in the image was 
presented as a synecdoche of the group, creating, then, a series of “generic” portraits. The exhibition title 
coupled Congolese people and landscapes as being different facets of nature, a backdrop to colonial and 
tourist life, “aspects of the country.”  
 However, the salvage paradigm that presided over these portraits’ production imprinted them with 
an aesthetic that radically departed from the pseudo-objective neutrality of turn of the century 
anthropological likenesses. The previously inquisitive and dissecting eye of the ethnographic camera was 
abandoned to the advantage of a sometimes folklorist, sometimes romantic or elegiac aesthetic in the vein of 
Casimir Zagourski’s L’Afrique Qui Disparaît, and of what would become a lineage of “last of”s. Regularly 
taken at close range, with a strong or slightly low-angle shot aggrandizing the subject, the latter’s relation to 
his or her portraitist was more intimate or empathetic—laughing subjects were common—or even 
admiring, and images were often created by playing with the dazzling equatorial light and its shadows, or on 
the contrary with a softer crepuscular luminosity, often creating chiaroscuros. Typical examples are that of 
the sculptural black silhouette of a paddler against the sun, or a photograph by Henry Goldstein of two 
women’s profiles, gazing into the distance in the twilight with the river in the background, the arm of one 
affectionately stretched accross the shoulder of the other (fig.3.5). With a frame often limited to the 
shoulders up, frequently shadowed and dressed body parts, the comparative physical authentication that was 
the goal of previous ethnographic portraits gave way here to a meditative contemplation or a nostalgic 
reverie, to the point that the typological or geographical caption seems at odds with the romanticism of the 
image.  
 Henry Goldstein was the most prone to this kind of picture and he may have encouraged them later 
as the head of the photo section—Mulders, too, was fond of this style of images. This fact is closely linked to 
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his background prior to his departure for the Congo in 1947, and vividly illustrates the direct effects that 
World War II had on colonial attitudes. Born in 1920 in Brussels, Goldstein was a Belgian of Jewish descent 
who was taken prisoner two weeks into the war and was confined for five years in different camps in 
Germany. This traumatic experience was crucial to his impulse to leave for the Congo, to see it as a way 
out, and impacted his African experience of “fraternisation”347 as he put it. Goldstein’s difficulty in 
readapting to civil life after “having known times when he lived like a beast or a savage”348 during the war, 
and his disgust with Europe’s belligerent “civilization” made him respond to the Ministry of Colonies’ call 
for photographers, as he was certain that the situation  “could not be worse with black people.”349 He arrived 
in Africa still extremely thin and bearing the physical traces of the war. Consequently, his representation of 
a “timeless” and pristine Africa and its inhabitants was impregnated with the reassuring projection of an 
intact, pre-“civilized” land. As tellingly phrased by André Scohy in his review of the exhibition, Goldstein 
and his colleagues’ photographs “lulled beings as from the depth of times, like nostalgic relics of this epoch 
when Men had not yet erected between themselves and nature’s magic spells the screen of cities and 
machines.”350 (Translation mine)  
 The July 1950 exhibition in the Albertum hall in Léopoldville would be a unique event in the history 
of CID photography. If innumerable other local and international fairs or universal exhibitions would 
include large numbers of the service’s productions until independence, never again would this hosting of a 
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formal opening occur or would the personalities of the photographers be put forward in the same way, with 
their names printed large on the exhibition poster and invitations, and their artistic expressions insisted upon 
in reviews.351 Rather, it was as reporter-photographes that they were hired and viewed by their state employer, 
and the successive ministerial services’ reorganization progressed toward attaching them to the so-called 
press bureau,352 against the protestations of Goldstein, who saw his work as being both informative and 
artistic.353 This purely journalistic relegation created occasional tensions with his hierarchy’s envisioning of 
the photographers’ work as that of “technicians,”354 in spite of the very high regard with which his superiors 
held Goldstein’s work. That this one-time artistic contextualization, early in the days of the CID, was 
reserved for the representation of the Congo’s natural sights and “traditional” people speaks to the different 
status that these representations held in contrast to the imaging and recording of the “progress” of 
modernity, for which the discourse and style of photojournalism would be strictly relied upon. When it 
came to present the civilizing mission, the CID wanted their images to be taken as “things as they are,” news 
and factual information, without running the risk of artistic licence interfering with the message, even if, as 
we will see, the 1950s would see the entry of the genre into the realm of art.  
A Belgian and Congolese Family of Man 
 The imagery of a preserved “primitive” African existence uncorrupted by Western influence 
coexisted with that of the sweeping modernization that remained the prime justification for colonialism. In 
fact, as explained in Eric Hobsbawn and Terence Ranger’s seminal edited volume The Invention of Tradition, 
this traditionalist posture was the very symptom of the profound social mutations brought about by 
colonialism within the Congolese population, and a conservative attempt at exerting a reassuring control 
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upon these fast and immutable transformations.355 This uneasy combination would create a paradox at the 
heart of the CID production, since the distance separating colonizers and colonized had to be simultaneously 
marked and even protected in the case of “traditional” societies, and suppressed when demonstrating the 
success of the civilizing mission. For instance, the inclusion of a picture of a skimplily clad indigenous 
women in a 1958 calendar produced by the Office du Tourisme was supported as being an “attractive,” if 
dubious, “touristic asset,” while the same image was frowned upon by the Inspector of the Colonies for 
contradicting the promoted image of the civilized African woman.356 Therefore, a reconciliation of these 
contradictions was attempted by creating images of an “authentic” Africa that were as much a manipulation 
or invention of tradition as an alleged rescue operation. Carlo Lamote admitted that he organized the 
performance of dances and rites with the distinct intention of having them photographed, therefore 
removing from them the spontaneous ritualistic purpose that was the Western criteria of their 
authenticity.357 As for Goldstein, he confided to me in an uninhibited way that when he had commissioned 
ethnographic portraits, he had diligently removed any signs of Westernization such as Christian medallions 
or men’s undershirts.358 But in so doing, he was so convinced of restoring to the image and its protagonists 
their “real authenticity” and was so unaware of his own truncation of reality, that he at the same time 
unabashedly criticized his colleague Mulders for having staged the scene of a rural family’s meal.  
 The photograph in question was that of a renowned sculptor from the Pende ethnic group, Gabama 
a Gingungu, eating in front of a house together with his wife and three children, all sitting in a semicircle on 
stools around a basket and a cooking container (fig.3.6). While the local Pende custom was that the chief of 
the family took sustenance unaccompanied by his household, or with other men or initiated boys, the posed 
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image conformed to the European standard of the nuclear and gathered family dinner, nonexistent in the 
region.359 Therefore if the caption’s naming and recognition of Gabama’s fame as a sculptor invalidated—
quite progressively for the time—the Western myth of the “anonymous traditional” artist,360 the image 
nevertheless fabricated another one, that of the universality of the European modern family’s model. The 
house, the couple’s pagnes worn on their bare torso, the feathered headdress of the man—the gilongo361—
the semi-shaved haircut of the wife well visible in profile, and the caption’s indication of Gabama’s crafting 
of “traditional amulets worn after boys’ initiation,” all inscribed a preserved exoticism into the photograph. 
But at the same time, Mulders represented their sharing of a family supper with a Western-style container at 
their feet (on the left) and their aligned elbows leaning on their laps as if on an invisible dinner table, and he 
also took care to conceal the inappropriately naked breast of the wife by having her holding one child on her 
lap, at the cost of having the latter’s back turned to the camera. The pictured woman was the third wife of 
Gabama,362 but the other spouses had carefully been kept outside of the image. In addition, the quasi-
identical position of their incongruously empty hands brought to their mouths as if eating points to their 
freezing and staging of a pose, and even causes them to appear as if they are holding invisible cups or cutlery. 
The picture then postulated that beyond manifest cultural differences, Belgians and Congolese, even 
“uncivilized,” shared a common and timeless set of traditions that denoted their belonging to a same, human, 
family. As we will see, these transpositions or adaptations and manipulations of the family notion will 
constitute a central tenet of InforCongo’s imaging, allowing them to bring metropole and colony together, 
showing the world how close they were.  
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 This view of the people of the world as an extended family related by the universality of their 
fundamental life events, habits, gestures, emotions and aspirations was the curatorial rationale of the 
contemporaneous blockbuster exhibition Family of Man, created by Edward Steichen for the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York in 1955. Comprising 503 pictures from 273 different lands, Family of Man traveled 
in 68 countries for seven years, was seen by more than nine million people363 and sold five million copies of 
its catalogue,364 making it to this day one of the most seen, influential, and controversial photographic shows. 
Self-described as the “greatest photographic exhibition of all time,” it stopped in Brussels in 1956 at the 
Palais des Beaux-Arts, where it was shown for just over a month between May 23rd and July 1st, but 
attracted no less than 35,000 visitors.365 The display of the show in the metropole’s capital predated by two 
years the 1958 Brussels World Fair, within which the Belgian Congo and Ruanda-Urundi sections were the 
culmination of the post-war Belgian colonial project’s representation. It consisted of seven pavilions 
dedicated to the colonies, with 700 Congolese participants flown in, and a record attendance of 30.5 million 
visitors.366 The repeated and appreciative visits of metropolitans and Belgian colonials to the World Fair 
prompted the claim by contemporary newspapers that “all the Congo was at the Heyzel,” the 500-acre park 
where the Exhibition took place.  
 The rationale of Family of Man was exactly in phase with the overarching humanist theme—“Bilan du 
Monde Pour un Monde Plus Humain”— of the first World’s Fair occurring after World War II and with the 
ideological direction that the authorities were giving to Belgian colonialism in those years. The concept of 
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“Belgian-Congolese community” was coined and promoted by the General Governor of the Congo Léon 
Pétillon in 1952, and it referred to the pretense of a political willingness to see the blooming of a more 
congenial and integrated colonial society, though its concretization remained a fable. Similarly, the 
worldwide tour of Steichen’s show was sponsored by the United States Information Agency and it became a 
powerful American propaganda tool for a rapprochement des peuples in the tense context of the Cold War.367 
These ideological affinities, coupled with the immense success of Family of Man photographs since their first 
unveiling at MoMA in 1955, made the show a magnetic example for the CID photographers and their 
hierarchy of what efficient pictures appealing to mass viewers looked like in the 1950s, and certainly cued 
and comforted them into producing similar “family-like” images. Conceived as a mass media—destined for 
the printed page as much as the exhibition hall, where they were regularly blown-up on walls—the 
popularity of the news image’s style and its adoption by the CID were indebted to Steichen’s pioneering 
work getting photojournalism recognized as an art form at MoMA, where he was the director of the 
photography department from 1947 to 1962.368  
 The critique of Family of Man made by Roland Barthes after seeing it in Paris in 1956 appeared in his 
Mythologies, in which he precisely debunked the myth at work in Steichen’s curatorial vision in words that 
could apply unchanged to Gabama’s image discussed above. In fact, a section of the show grouped scenes of 
meals taken from Austria to Japan, and Mulders’ image would have blended among them seamlessly.369 
Barthes writes:  
                                                
367 For instance, the MoMA version of the show presented a single huge enlargement and the only color 
print of a nuclear bomb explosion, followed in the next room by a representation of the United Nations’ 
“big family.” See Sandeen, op.cit, 473.  
368 Kristen Gresh, “An Era of Photographic Controversy: Edward Steichen at the MoMA,” in Getting The 
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369 Interestingly, pictures made by the Swedish photoreporter Lennart Nilsson for Life Magazine in the 
Belgian Congo were included within this “meals around the world” section. One represented a Congolese 
man laughingly carrying up in the air what appeared to be his hunted game, another that of a black man 
reclining his head and pouring into his mouth the juice of what resembled a coconut. The stereotypical 
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  Ce mythe fonctionne en deux temps: on affirme d’abord la différence des morphologies  
  humaines, on surenchérit l’exotisme, on manifeste les infinies variations de l’espèce, la  
  diversité des peaux, des crânes et des usages (…) Puis, de ce pluralisme, on tire   
  magiquement une unité: l’homme naît, travaille, rit et meurt partout de la même façon; et 
   subsiste encore dans ces actes quelques particularités ethnique, on laisse du moins entendre 
  qu’il y a au fond de chacun d’eux une “nature” identique, que leur diversité n’est que  
  formelle et ne dément pas l’existence d’une matrice commune.370 
  
To be sure, regarding the Congo, Belgian colonial authorities saw this “common matrix” not so much as 
being shared between its colonized subjects and the whole of humanity as postulated by Steichen, but above 
all between the Congo and its metropole, as became publicized in the concept of “Belgian-Congolese 
community.” Therefore the opportunist need of the colonial authorities to depict the Congo as indissociable 
from Belgium found in post-war humanism’s common “essence” a formidable and timely alibi, and in the 
iconography of family a sharply efficient and pliable tool.  
 However, redeeming Family of Man from the poststructuralist and postmodern critique unleashed 
against the show since Barthes, Ariella Azoulay discusses the relationship between the exhibition and the 
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.371 For her part, Tamar Garb foregrounds that on the African 
continent where the exhibition traveled to Southern Rodhesia, Kenya, Egypt, and South Africa, it also 
“amounted to a radical intervention.”372 In Johannesburg, the curators’ condition of the exhibition’s 
appearance was to make it available to a desegregated public,373 and the success of the show in terms of black 
viewers and commentators points to the political questioning that the show’s universalist rhetoric inspired in 
them. Family of Man was shown in Brussels, not Léopoldville, and the number of its Congolese viewers is 
lilkely to have been nil. Nevertheless, it cannot be excluded that along with the strengthening of the colonial, 
                                                                                                                                                        
exoticism or primitivism of both these images contrasted strongly with the Belgian-produced images of 
similar situations, such as the much more Western-style family dinner of Gabama. 
370 Roland Barthes, Mythologies. (Paris : Editions du Seuil, 1957), 162. 
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“family-like” bond, the humanist show also allowed a fringe of the metropolitan population to envisage 
another, dehierarchized relationship to the Congolese, that may have paved the way for the idea of 
independence granted just five years later. 
 For all the sophistication that Mulders deployed in making Gabama’s rural family meal resemble a 
Western ménage, it is the urban and industrial Congolese environment and its accultured population—the 
so-called évolués—that constituted the highlight of the CID’s photographic project. Upon the succession of 
the United Nations’ intrusive recommendations hostile to colonial powers, the Ministry of Colonies, then 
occupied by Pierre Wigny, responded by implementing the Plan Décennal, a 10-year ambitious economic 
and social plan, in 1949. The Plan was meant to bring the Congo’s infrastructures up to date and to cater to 
the well-being of a Congolese manpower—agricultural, artisanal and salaried—harshly tested by the war 
effort, as vibrantly advocated by the charismatic General Governor Pierre Ryckmans in what became “Vers 
L’Avenir,” his famous 1947 speech. Thirteen billion of Belgian Francs would be dedicated to the 
improvement of the indigenous bien-être. The leitmotif of these years was mise en valeur, and the CID devoted 
the largest share of its catalogue to urbanization and city life, industry, transport, communication, 
commerce, public health, administrative, judiciary and military infrastructures—both as a window into its 
modernization’s irreproachable exemplarity and as visual evidence of the metropolitan and Congolese 
societies’ bonding convergence into identical, Belgian-inspired décors and customs.  
 The CID pursued the strategy initiated by the Illustration Congolaise of photographically mapping the 
colonial environment as replicating metropolitan locales. Lamote’s picture of “Le Zoute” club in 
Jadotville—present-day Likasi—was named after the very posh North Sea beach resort; an illustrated article 
in the newspaper Le Peuple was entitled “L’Avenue Louise au Bord du Lac Kivu” after Brussels’ version of the 
Champs Elysées.374 In one of the Bulletins Instantanés, a study for the urban development of Léopoldville even 
                                                




superposed the maps of the Belgian and Congolese capitals,375 showing that the metropole literally served as 
a blueprint for the urban evolution of the African city into “une terre aussi belge que possible.”  
 However, after World War II, this “belgicization” was no longer envisaged as purely a matter of 
making the Congo’s décor look like Belgium in order to attract metropolitan immigrants. Now, crucially, it 
was also the cultural connection and affective attachment that both Belgians and Congolese felt toward 
metropole and colony that became a central concern of the propaganda in order to fortify the colonial 
relationship and nip in the bud any expressions of nationalism or feelings of detachment that long-established 
Belgians of the Congo or Congolese-born Belgians could feel regarding the European motherland. This 
change of course was clearly intended and stated in the minutes of the CID officials’ reunions. While the 
foreign-oriented propaganda was conceived as a “defense,”376 that destined for the interior was seen as “more 
interesting” and “educational,”377 and as intended to redress the lack of effort previously put into nurturing 
the bond of Africans with Belgium, in contrast, for instance, with the British endeavour in that domain.378 As 
stated by an official of the CID,     
  Si le Congo doit être réellement et devenir de plus en plus terre belge—et   
  c’est là notre profonde conviction à tous—l’importance du développement et   
  de l’intensification des relations culturelles entre la Métropole et les    
  territoires belges d’Outremer n’échappera à personne.379  
 
As the voiceover in a 1951 film about Léopoldville lyrically declaimed, the city was becoming “the 
spectacular crossroads of two civilizations which, after having lived next to each other, increasingly sought 
                                                
375 Archives Africaines. Portefeuille EC 4217 (Ecole Coloniale). Liasse 275. Bulletins Instantanés. 
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377 Ibid. 
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379 Archives Africaines. Suite Infopresse 92 (1948) Liasse Infopresse Activité et Organisation CP/CB (226) 
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to interpenetrate.”380 Also, the CID induced a reorientation toward regarding the Congolese population as 
the intended and full-fledged viewers of the same photographs destined for Europeans, whereas previously 
Africans were exposed to films and pictures tailored to their “tastes” and “intellectual capacities.” With this 
move, the authorities hoped to elicit a better knowledge of their metropole and encourage an affective 
attachment from them that in fine would ensure the continued existence of the colonial relationship. 
Within the iconography of the CID, the cultivation of that cultural interpenetration was to become so 
intimate that the resulting final image would be that of a Belgian-Congolese family portrait.  
The Evolués and Their Portraitist, Joseph Makula 
 Even though their number remained small—they were only 12,000 in 1954, six years before 
Independence—the representation of the évolués occupied a central place within the CID production because 
they vividly illustrated the “accomplished civilizing mission” as claimed by La Voix du Congolais, their 
unofficial press organ. This Europeanized middle class certainly corresponded to Homi Bhaba’s idea of 
colonial mimicry as “the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other,” but in the context of Belgian 
colonialism, the “not quite sameness” insisted on by the colonial discourse was more and more effaced, 
surely not in the reality, but in the photographic image. Indeed the évolués embodied the living mirrored 
image of Belgian society and in this way they favored the identification and the ensuing familiarity that 
metropolitans would recognize in them; they created with the metropole a visual sameness that offered a 
united front for the rest of the world to see;381 and finally, they seduced the Congolese with the idea that 
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their cultural assimilation would end a regime of racial segregation and vexation and bring them into a true 
community with colonials.  
 Though the first references to “évolués” date back to the 1930s, it is after the Second World War 
that they emerged as a genuine social class among the Congolese, and when they would increasingly become 
key players on the colonial stage. Stemming from a generation roughly born between 1905 and 1930, they 
took advantage of the multiplication of schools beginning in 1925, and benefited from the impossibility of 
recruiting new agents from the metropole during World War II to establish their professional validity and 
social weight.382 This labelling of accultured Africans as “évolués,” “évoluants” or “perfectionnés” was of 
course an expression of colonialism’s racism for its implicit placement of the African on an inferior stage in 
human evolution, and in the évolués’ 1956 manifesto Conscience Africaine, they tended to refer to themselves 
as the “elite” or “the Congolese that think.”383 To lay claim to that status, one had to match an extremely 
strict list of criteria, the most prominent of which were at least four or five years of post-primary education; 
a minimum wage of 1,000 francs and corresponding visible signs of an honorable material situation; a 
responsibility, specialized or (semi-) qualified work; and last but not least, an irreproachable certificate of 
good conduct and the adoption of a way of life conforming in all respects to bourgeois European 
standards.384 What was judged was the évolués’ proximity to the metropolitan example, and they 
consciously modelled themselves after Europeans. A succinct examination of La Voix du Congolais reveals that 
it repeatedly referred to the Belgians as “an example for life,” “the groove to follow.” As an évolué group of 
Luluabourg insisted, “the members of the intellectual indigenous élite do all they can to educate themselves 
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and live decently, as do respectable Europeans.”385 Ostentatious proofs of decent living were clothing and 
housing, and these were particularly scrutinized by colonial agents before they granted the carte du mérite 
civique and immatriculation. The inspection was so intrusive that part of the exam involved determining 
whether the amount and cleanliness level of furniture, dishes, and sheets in a home were acceptable.386 
 The precise aspects that granted access to this new caste was the privileged angle chosen by Joseph 
Makula (1929–2006), the CID’s principal portraitist of this new black Congolese elite, to which he 
belonged himself  (fig.3.7). Makula was born in the Eastern province near Stanleyville—present-day 
Kisangani—in the village of Yamatongo, Basoko district.387 Educated by missionaries, he then enlisted in the 
Force Publique, the colonial army, in 1946. As was common in colonial Africa, it is in the army that Makula 
received his photographic training.388 The soldiers possessed their own bi-monthly illustrated and bilingual 
French-Lingala magazine, Nsango Ya Bisu, in which Makula appeared once, photographed in the Force 
Publique’s regulation uniform—beige pair of shorts and jacket—singing at a radio station accompanied by 
his comrades and his wife.389 This photograph, as well as the majority of other single and group portraits of 
soldiers and their families featured in the magazine, was credited to a Belgian lieutenant, Emile Auguste 
Rauter, who is likely to have been Makula’s photography teacher.390 In 1951, Makula achieved the rank of 
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“corporal photographer,”391 and with his salary he bought his first Rolleiflex.392 At the end of his term of 
service in 1953, Makula left the army to be hired by the photography and film office of the Information 
Service of the Ministry of Colonies in Léopoldville, where he remained until independence. Later, he 
continued working as an official photographer for the autonomous Congolese government under Kasavubu 
and then Mobutu, with whom he had been acquainted since their time together at the Force Publique.393 He 
also opened his own hotel and studio, Photo Mak, which functioned between 1981 and 1991 in the Lemba 
neighbourhood of Kinshasa.394 
 Even though in the course of interviews his children have affirmed that he never called himself an 
évolué, according to Makula’s son Tété, it was an “established fact.” When his children misbehaved, he 
reprimanded them as “basenji,” Lingala for “monkeys” and by extension “savages,” in this way marking the 
elitist distinction that characterized the évolués’ discourse. The family more than conformed to the 
bourgeois standard of the time. In addition to the proper house—the family eventually owned two—the 
proper profession and its accompanying material conditions, Joseph possessed an obsession with the French 
singer Edith Piaf, whose music he blasted in the house all the time, especially after the Latin Sunday mass 
that he attended without fail. He belonged to several circles, as membership to them was an important 
component of the évolués’ self-consciousness as a class.395 He never proclaimed a strong ethnic identity nor 
did he speak his native language with his children. They attended the most prestigious Catholic schools of 
Léopoldville and later Kinshasa. For him, photography was not a bread-and-butter job but a real passion. He 
taught each of his children the craft, and trained his daughter Josée to become a professional photographer. 
In his son’s words, “he was photography himself.”   
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 The majority of Makula’s reportages were dedicated to the new African middle class, and he 
produced a series showing Congolese entrepreneurs in scenes depicting their professional empowerment 
(fig.3.8). A unique extended caption—with only the last sentence changed to particularize the image—
accompanied each of the series’ pictures, indicating that they were conceived as an ensemble that could be 
published together as a photo essay. The caption read, “Au Congo Belge. Un des signes les plus 
encourageants de l’élévation du standing de vie des Congolais est l’apparition d’une classe ‘moyenne’ 
composée de commerçants et d’artisans indigènes qui s’installent à leur propre compte. Voici par exemple, 
une vue de l’atelier d’un imprimeur établi à Léopoldville.” This picture showed the printer in front of his 
business, absorbed by some document in his hands to which he and what appears to be his employee or 
customer are pointing. Wearing a suit and tie, with dapper white-and-black shoes, a pair of small round 
glasses, and parted hair, this Lumumba look-alike presented the évolués’ typical allure, keen as they were to 
don their best attire in all circumstances to distinguish themselves from those they unabashedly called the 
“backward masses.”  
 It can be said that Makula proceeded to a typology of the new Congolese bourgeoisie classified by 
their profession—the printer, the flight attendant, the clerk, the typist, the bookbinder, and interestingly, 
the photographer—rather than by their ethnic group. Although much more modest in scope, his series 
cannot fail to remind us of the photographer August Sander’s canonical project undertaken in Germany 
between the early 1920s and the 1960s, People of the Twentieth Century, in its archival ambition to represent 
subjects not in their individuality, but by their occupation or social class. However, while Sander’s images 
still formally conformed to the genre of the portrait and its recording of physiognomies, rare are the close-
ups or even single portraits of the Congolese bourgeoisie by Makula,396 which are also in contrast to the 
ethnographic portraits of rural Africans discussed above. Rather, the évolués are usually represented at mid- 
or three-quarter range, rendering it difficult to distinguish their individual facial features difficult, but 
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making the representation of their material surroundings as inclusive as possible. In, for instance, the 
printer’s image, the foreground is half occupied by the proud business sign,  “Imprimerie MeDaCo” behind 
which we can perceive the wheels of a bicycle, the must-have possession, along with the phonograph, of all 
respectable évolués. While taking the photograph, Makula stood back to be able to encompass in his image a 
large portion of the building and to give the viewer a sense of its consequential size and therefore of the 
printer’s professional success. The choice was made, however, to the detriment of the portrayal of the 
subject himself. The printer’s impeccable suit, accessories and well-groomed hair seem to be all we need to 
see of him. This insistence on outer appearance rather than on the individual was the reflection of the 
administration’s strict attention to the symbolic markers that the évolués had to display in order to access 
upward social mobility, to the point that in Makula’s production one finds an entire family depicted with 
their backs (half-) turned, and their faces invisible behind soap foam in order to properly capture the 
bathroom in which they are grooming.  
 However, it was the living and dining rooms, as the loci of proper bourgeois domesticity and the 
performance of family life, that were turned into a genuine cult, to the point that contests for the prettiest 
parlors were organized nationwide. A series of pictures precisely displayed the winning family of one of 
these competitions (fig.3.9). Makula’s photographs emphasized all the aspects of the home that were 
scrutinized to deliver the carte du mérite civique: sofas and chairs for sitting rather than the floor; stable 
materials used in the home’s construction; tidiness of the house; decoration techniques with wall ornaments, 
table placemats, tapestries, carpets, and family photographs on the chest of drawers; oil lamps; the 
indispensable radio set—all these participated in the embellishment of the house and were fundamental 
criteria. Years of hope and efforts could be wasted if a house was not sufficiently furnished or flowered397 
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(fig.3.10). The literacy of the son and his father was put in evidence by their respective readings of a book 
and, interestingly, of an illustrated periodical, as well as by a well-equipped bookshelf in the corner of the 
room. The mother sewing demonstrated the proper activity of an ideal housewife—the sewing machine and 
the iron were to the evolués’ wife what the bicycle was to her husband—and the crib at the back of the 
room signalled that she had dutifully implemented the child care lessons provided all over the country.398 
This perfectly assimilated, respectable, monogamous nuclear family was posing under the eye of évolués’ 
royal patron, King Baudouin, pictured in the frame hung on the wall behind them. In fact the monarch’s 
visits and even the anniversaries of his visits were the occasion of distribution of funds in his name, to aid the 
construction of houses of “model villages”—also photographed by Makula399—in this way directly linking his 
person to the improvement and Belgian-conformed standardization of the Congolese population’s domestic 
abode. Therefore it was only natural that the patron of the home, Baudouin, had his portrait hung on the 
walls.  
 As explained by Terence Ranger, the colonials found in the introduction of the concept of an 
Imperial Monarchy a response to a need for “a shared ideology of Empire which could embrace whites and 
blacks alike, dignify the practicalities of collaboration and justify white rule.”400 The Belgian colonial 
administration would make an extensive use of that concept. In particular, it created in its colonized subjects 
an exaltation for the figure of the young king crowned in 1951, whose slender and good-looking air earned 
him the moniker of Mwana or Bwana Kitoko in Lingala, that is, “beautiful (young) man.” The representation of 
Baudouin was ubiquitous in the colony, in a large measure thanks to the effort of the information service. As 
soon as he gained the throne, the Governor General ordered a large number of photographic official 
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portraits of the king to be placed in classrooms, the premises of the Force Publique, and in administrative 
and judiciary offices,401 the same way the king’s portrait was treated in the metropole. When at the end of 
the year the portraits had not yet arrived, a reminder was sent emphasizing the “urgent and pressing” 
necessity of having the sovereign’s portraits hanging “wherever his presence was imperative.”402 Missionary 
schools and the School Commission directly asked for enlargements, too. In 1954 an illustrated book was 
published entitled “Baudouin, Roi des Belges,”403 that recounted in photographs the hagiography of the king, 
and the album was purposefully bought by the information service to be placed in the libraries for évolués.404 
An illustrated series entitled Images de la Belgique that covered each province of the metropole was similarly 
placed under the évolués’ noses.  Again, the images were seen as able to create hyphens between both 
countries. 
 Efforts to have the Congolese consider Baudouin their monarch as much as that of the Belgians were 
central in gathering the Congolese into the big ensemble of his royal subjects, therefore ensuring their 
loyalty to the crown and by extension, to the colonial administration. The 1955 royal visit marked the 
triumph of that Imperial Monarchy ideology, in that it was during this trip that Baudouin profiled himself as 
a passionate advocate of the “Belgian-Congolese Community.” His address extolled how his father had raised 
him with the faith and conviction that Belgians and Congolese “formed only one nation,” and he exhorted 
them both to “stay united in the same love for the motherland.”405 In his speech, a semantic of affection, 
seduction and intimacy would be forcefully deployed. Dictating to the Belgian colonials the attitude to adopt 
toward the indigènes, Baudouin encouraged, 
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402 Ibid. Letter of the General Vice-Governor to the Ministry of Colonies, December 27, 1951. 
403 Robert Delmarcelle, Baudouin, roi des belges (Brussels: L. De Meyer, 1953). 
404 Archives Africaines, Brussels. Infopresse 94. Liasse PV des Réunions des Comités de Direction, PV of 
January 26th, 1954 
405 André Cauvin, Bwana Kitoko (Brussels, 1956), XI, XII. 
 
 132 
  Prenons contact avec lui, cherchons à le connaître, inspirons lui confiance. Rencontrons-le 
  résolument sur le plan humain où nos solidaritiés s’affirment et où nos intérêts se  
  confondent.406 
 
Then, turning to the African component of his audience, the king cajoled, 
  Ayez confiance en la Belgique et en ses représentants, nous connaissons vos qualités  
  morales et intellectuelles, votre énergie et votre capacité laborieuse; nous rendons  
  hommage à votre dévouement et à votre attachement à la Belgique.407 
 
That rhetoric of seduction and affective attachment would be largely and systematically rehearsed in the 
press and would set the tone of the colonial discourse up to independence. Reporting about the king’s trip as 
an “event that genuinely allowed to gauge the feeling of the black population,” the journalist Davister again 
vibrantly described it as revealing “the attachment that we hoped for without daring to count on it” and the 
“emotion” of the metropole in the face of that “heart’s élan of a colony too little known.”408 In fact that 
semantic would be activated more and more as the nationalist unrests and riots multiplied. In 1954, the CID 
spent no less than 350,000 Belgian francs for the New York Herald Tribune to publish a special issue about 
Belgian Congo filled with the service’s photographs (fig.3.11-3.12). One of the articles featured the solemn 
portraits of Ministers of Colonies and Governor General, above which the title specified that if Belgium 
was—allegedly—“guiding Congo people toward freedom,” it hoped that they would “choose to continue 
present ties.”409 The juxtaposition of the officials’ portraits with that plea placed them in the position of 
caring “fathers” knowing that if one day their beloved children would have to leave the nest, even this could 
not put an end to their “family” bond. 
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 In Disarming Words, her pivotal book about cultural imperialism in Egypt, Shaden M. Tageldin 
unravels the role of seduction in literary translation in a colonial context.410 Doing away with the unchanging 
and binary paradigm of submission and resistance that has dominated post-colonial studies since Edward 
Said’s Orientalism, Tageldin develops the concept of “translational seduction” that she posits as occupying an 
intermediary position, and as being a mobilization of the colonized people’s affect for the colonizer in order 
to lure them into “seeking power through empire rather than against it.”411 Nothing else was expressed by the 
NY Herald Tribune above, or by an ambassador during an InforCongo meeting, who a few months before 
independence still uttered a wish to bring Congolese to the understanding that “their genuine independence” 
or “internal autonomy implied tight relations with Belgium.”412  
 Joseph Makula, both as a member of the Congolese middle class himself and as an employee of the 
colonial administration, was simultaneously the target and the implementer of that seduction, and his images 
visually translate both the attraction that colonials wanted to exert on Africans and the latter’s response to 
it. The idea of colonization came to be replaced by that of a “union” between Belgium and the Congo, a 
union that Makula depicted and captioned as one of mutual consent occurring at an intimate, deep-seated 
cultural level. For instance, the embellishment of the bourgeois house also regarded its exterior, and Makula 
realized, in the context of another contest, a fascinating reportage on scale models of  “parcelle” or plots of 
land around the house. A caption written by the photographer himself insists on the initiative being taken by 
natives: “It is important to note that this exhibition has been organized by the committee representing the 
indigenous neighborhood.” Therefore the agency and will of the Africans in the rapprochement with Belgian 
lifestyles was underlined.  
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 Makula’s iconography of a cultural merging between Belgium and the Congo occurred also at the 
level of folklore and tradition, the colonial-contested terrain par excellence (fig.3.13). Describing the 
festivities surrounding the 50th anniversary of Belgian colonization, Makula points to the insertion within 
African folklore of the géants (giants) “imitating those used in the old towns of Belgium.” In another 
photograph, the spotlight is on the borrowing of European folklore’s sirens—which will give birth to the 
well-known Mami Wata (fig.3.14). Other InforCongo photographers’ captured the Brussels mascot 
Manneken Piss as indigenized, or a series of black “Gilles de Binche”—the folklore carnival’s marchers of 
that Belgian Southern city. The panorama of the fusion of cultures was completed with images of Molière’s 
Le Malade Imaginaire or Lamote’s Nativity scene played entirely by a Congolese cast.  
 It is important to note that Makula refers to the 50th anniversary as a time of the “union” between 
Belgium and the Congo, in parallel with the conceptualization in the 1950s of the colonization as an 
extended family consisting both of Belgians and Congolese. It is well-known that Congolese referred to the 
colonizers as their uncles, following the figure’s primordial importance in the traditional Congolese family. 
However, in, for instance, La Voix du Congolais, Belgians are also referred to as “brothers” or the évolués as 
“the privileged sons of Belgium,” opening up a whole world of family and affective relations. Makula 
developed that iconography of kinship between colony and metropole with pictures of a family of seven 
girls, of which the youngest had the privilege of having Queen Elisabeth of Belgium as her godmother 
(fig.3.15). This practice became common, and Makula made other photographs of Congolese families 
electing European acquaintances as a child’s godfather or mother, with all the loaded significance that 
wilfully placing the African child under the protection of a Belgian person had. Therefore, the Congolese 
évolué’s family portrait was completed with the inclusion of a Belgian member, either looming over the 
image by way of a caption, or, by being directly inserted within the image.   
 The apotheosis of this kinship iconography was the leaflet Album de Famille (Family Album) 
distributed at the 1958 Universal Exhibition in Brussels, where the Congo section proved to be the pinnacle 
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of the colonial authorities’ propagandist efforts (fig.3.16–3.17 and 3.18). Produced by the photographers of 
InforCongo, the front cover depicts the upcoming generation of the Belgian Congo in the shape of black and 
white children hugging one another, while the back cover mingles the flags of Belgium with that of the 
colony. The little book consists of a systematic juxtaposition of almost identical scenes capturing black 
Africans in the Congo and white Belgians in the metropole, insisting on the closeness, if not the identicality 
of their everyday lives in a methodical Belgian-Congolese adaptation of Family of Man’s rationale. Among 
many others, for instance, Makula’s parlor image discussed previously was juxtaposed with the living room 
of a Belgian family (fig.3.19). 
The author of the preface Robert Bertaix introduces the photographs in these terms  
  These Congolese pictures really have nothing unusual. They represent, simply and without 
  artifice, familiar and even banal scenes of everyday life in the cities and villages of the  
  Belgian Congo. However, I have this bizarre sensation of dédoublement… 
 
Then understanding his uncanny reaction, Bertaix, writing in Brussels, continues, 
  The day after, walking through town to go to my office, I finally have the explanation for  
  what had intrigued me. These pictures that I had “never seen”, I see them now animating  
  themselves and living in front of me. (…) Eight thousands kilometers apart, one can find  
  the same gestures, the same attitudes, the same expressions.413 
 
That recognition of the metropolitan self in the colonial subject was the crowning achievement of the 
photographic enterprise of attraction that had been undertaken since the time of IC. The mirroring between 
Belgium and the Congo found its exact expression in Album de Famille, with the most mundane of actions and 
events replicated in almost identical settings. 
 However, flipping past the cover, one cannot help but notice that the images are juxtaposed, not 
superimposed. The Belgian-Congolese family is shown as a reality separated by the sea, not a national 
Congolese one. Fascinatingly, Bertaix’s lyrical tone carries him away, and in an amazing and probably 
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unintended confession, reveals that this racially mixed Congolese society was a myth that only existed on 
camera film. He writes, 
  The camera has maybe captured what the hurried traveler only discovers in himself when he 
  recollects his memories. Photography restores to two worlds so apparently foreign their true and  
  profound resemblance, their common belonging to humankind, their parallel hopes and their identical 
  reactions in sorrow or joy.414 (italics mine) 
 
 The author then recognized that it was in the photographic image only that Congolese and Belgians formed 
that “family,” and that the reality was otherwise.  
 It is of course most ironic that it is at the Universal Exhibition where Album de Famille was 
distributed, where independence was given its decisive impetus. For the first time, the évolués traveled to 
Belgium in a greater, even if still pretty small, number, and they came into contact with one another as it 
had never been allowed before. There, also, they were confronted with Belgians in unprivileged positions. 
To take up Tageldin’s argument, the seductive power of imagining themselves as becoming perfected 
Belgians dulled. That confrontation shattered the perfect and superior image that the colonizers had so 
meticulously built. This unintentional iconoclasm, then, irremediably marked the beginning of 
decolonization. 
“Affect Complicates Resistance”415 
 Before independence, revisionism of the Congolese’s resistance to colonialism was a constant of the 
Belgian colony’s historiography. The various and local bloody conquests leading to the creation of the Congo 
Free State in 1885 had been erased and turned into “peaceful coexistence”416 or respectable liberation wars 
from Arab-Swahili slave traders. Revolts such as that of the Pende in the 1930s, or the anticolonialist 
overtones of prophetic religious movements were overlooked, and therefore the rise of Africans’ 
nationalism has often been wrongly described as a sudden and unexpected phenomenon of the late 1950s. 
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However, the very existence of the évolués was from the onset perceived as a threat by the colonial 
administration. The pivotal 1944 Luluabourg mutiny of the Force Publique’s garrison was importantly 
influenced by this new intelligentsia,417 and the event was the catalyst for the authorities’ anxious awareness 
of their status as a group to be reckoned with. Therefore the évolués emerged through their political and 
social demands—regarding racial discrimination and de facto segregation, housing and mobility conditions, 
their judiciary status, etc.—and thereafter manifests and “doléances” would be their chief means of 
communication with the authorities.  
 Therefore, as subservient as Makula’s images may appear at first sight, when read in the particular 
light of the évolué’s situation within the Belgian colonial context, their emancipatory potential can be 
understood. In contrast to the policies implemented in the French African Empire before 1945, for instance, 
cultural assimilation and political participation had never been part of the Belgian colonial project. To quote 
the words of an interwar Minister of Colonies (1914–1928), the Belgians wished to produce better Africans, 
not copies of Europeans who would have never been more than “humans of a third category.” Additionally, 
up to the 1940s the education of Congolese had been left exclusively in the hands of Christian missionaries. 
When a group of literate, acculturated and intellectual Congolese consolidated in the late 1940s, it was 
almost as an inadvertent creation of the colonial system, which invariably treated and referred to their 
emergence as a problem to be dealt with. The literature and press of the time constantly referred to the 
Congolese bourgeoisie as “the problem of the évolués,” “la Grande misère des élites,”418 leading finally to 
Patrice Lumumba’s overt question “quelle sera notre place dans le Congo de demain?” In these conditions, 
the adoption of a European culture and lifestyle was not servile mimicry, but a self-initiated appropriation of 
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a cultural capital which the Congolese were not deemed worthy of, but which they were nevertheless 
emulating. As stated in a 1948 manual written by a professor of colonial “deontology,” “The évolués do not 
imitate colonials because they admire them, but because they want to prove that they are their equals.”419 
Therefore, Makula’s dedication to the positive portrayal of the Congolese elite was a rebuttal of the 
inferiorizing and deriding discourse.  
 When the authorities finally acknowledged the existence of a Congolese elite, they were catching up 
with a phenomenon that had escaped them. They were trapped between the necessity of advertising the 
material and intellectual rise of the population to strengthen their image of a dutiful colonial power, the fear 
of seeing that recognition amplify that population’s impact and influence, and the need to temper their 
claims for political and social promotion. This is the moment when Belgian colonials shifted their ideology, 
or rather adopted an ideological posture, in order to contain the emancipatory danger—Bhaba’s “menace of 
mimicry”—that they rightly perceived in the elite, and they inititated a campaign that strove to elicit an 
affective attachment of Congolese to the metropole. The Bureau de l’Information pour Indigènes was 
created as a direct response to the 1944 mutiny in order to “redresser les erreurs de jugement et les 
mauvaises interprétations et contrebablancer les propagandes subversives.”420 It is under the Bureau’s aegis 
that La Voix du Congolais was published, the InforCongo photographs exhibited for the Congolese population, 
and the magazine Nos Images created (fig.3.20–3.21). Printed in French, Lingala, Swahili and Ciluba, Nos 
Images, or Our Images, was a magazine destined for an African readership and illustrated with InforCongo’s 
pictures of the colony and the metropole. Each issues’ last two pages featured portraits of the readers and 
their families (fig.3.22), and the publication’s title shows how it strove to have the Congolese appropriate 
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the official InforCongo’s imagery as their own and mingle it with their privately commissioned portraits. In 
this way, the distinction between the imagined “Belgian-Congolese community” and the private Congolese 
family was blurred and conflated.  
 Probably partly from allegiance to his employer, and partly due to his involvement in this seductive 
project of which he had been an important participant for seven years, Makula pursued until the last day of 
colonization his portrayal of “Belgium keeping its promises.” On the day of independence, he stood a few 
meters from Lebeck, among the crowd of international reporters present on that historical day. In what was 
likely his last mission for his colonial employer, he snapped a picture of the same young man captured by his 
German colleague running alongside the car, seconds before his moment of fame (fig.3.23). In 2012, a 
Belgian film crew aided by the Congolese historian Etambala investigated the identity of the long-dead 
audacious man. His name was Ambroise Boimbo, and he had been born in July 1930 in the Equateur 
province of the North West Congo. After having received a primary education in a Catholic school of his 
native province, he had been further trained as an electrician at the military school of Luluabourg (present 
day Kananga).421 In other words, Boimbo was a qualified worker, he had the minimum education level 
required to be considered an “évolué,” and he presented their recognizable sartorial appearance.  
 The archives of the Central African Museum in Brussels from which this picture was retrieved does 
not hold any other Makula pictures of Boimbo, and I argue that Makula’ failure or reticence to capture what 
he could only have recognized as an “évolué” in the most visually meaningful event of that historical day, 
proceeded from a discomfort with recording an exuberance and rebelliousness that were antithetical to the 
composed and respectful évolué portrait that he had helped create for almost a decade while working for 
InforCongo. However, the gesture of Ambroise Boimbo precisely shows that Congolese had stopped 
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believing in the ideal promoted by colonizers. Additionally, the capture of what Henri Cartier-Bresson has 
called the “decisive moment,” the Holy Grail of photojournalism of which Lebeck’s picture is such a famous 
example, was foreign to the photographic practice that had developed in the service of the colonial apparatus 
of the 1950s. The alleged timeless plenitude of the colonie-modèle was not supposed to offer any unforeseen 
incidents to be photographically seized. On this last day of the colonial regime, that indecisiveness might 






















The African Family Album 
 During my 2014 research in Kinshasa, I frequently encountered on the streets of the city a very 
imposing billboard promoting the Thorga photography studio, the most famous and thriving professional 
studio in today’s DRC capital. The visuals and slogan of the advertisement were arresting (fig.II.1). The 
image consisted of a collage and colorful group portrait of a selection of Congo’s past leading figures, in the 
middle of which a slightly over-scaled and piercing-eyed Lumumba had pride of place. In the upper right 
hand corner of the ad stood the namesake Mr. Thorga, holding a gigantic and shiny Nikon camera, and 
proudly displaying his title as the “Republic’s official photographer.” At the top of the billboard, the owner’s 
name dominated the enumeration of services offered by the studio, while at the bottom, a prophetic slogan 
written in white print on a black background read, “Photography speaks about you even after 100 years.” 
This resounding coupling of photography with memory pursued a tradition that associated one and the other 
since the birth of the medium, and the Thorga studio’s catchphrase echoes the marketing of companies from 
the turn of the century, such as Kodak’s “the snapshot as memory, the camera as storyteller,” or “Keep the 
door of memory open with an Ansco.”422   
 Nevertheless, the medium’s memory mission so emphatically expressed here and the presumed 
endurance of photographs could not have been more at odds with the sparse survival of African-owned 
studios’ archives and with the historical memory lapses usually recognized by the inhabitants of Kinshasa and 
of Congolese society in general.423 Repeatedly, inquiries for vintage pictures by the photographers were 
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frustrated by the fact that these old prints, negatives or glass plates had been unsentimentally discarded or 
neglected either by the photographers themselves or their descendants or lost in the lootings in Zaïre in the 
1990s. Mr. Thorga himself had hardly retained any of his archives or those of his mentors, and the colonial 
era’s studios historically concentrated around the Place de la Victoire had evaporated without leaving any 
traces.  
 Similarly, official institutions in Kinshasa—the Archives Nationales, Bibliothèque Nationale and 
Radio Télévision Nationale Congolaise (RTNC)—where colonial and early post-colonial photographic 
archives could, at the cost of Kafkaian bureaucratic hassle, be accessed, were unsurprisingly deserted, 
unevenly maintained, occasionally plundered, and ultimately rendered mute by the memory crisis of present 
generations. François Lisumbu, the assistant phototécaire (photography archivist) of the RTNC, has shared 
with me footage of his zealous attempt to fill this interpretative void for himself and the public. François 
presented a short-lived but apparently popular TV game entitled “Qu’est-ce, Qui est-ce?” (“What is it, Who 
is it?”), which for the spectator consisted of guessing the identity of people and the nature of events featured 
on photographs drawn from the RTNC’s collection. The clueless answers from players were blatant 
manifestations of this schism between image and memory and insolent rebuffs of the Thorga Studio’s 
memorializing pretensions. In Paul Riceour’s words, the key experience of recognition of the memory-
image was missing, the moment when “the present image is held to be faithful to the initial affection, to the 
shock of the event.”424 Therefore, the photomontage technique resorted to in order to make anachronistic 
characters contiguous in the picture strove to artificially mold and render fluid a historical narrative that is 
sorely fragmented,425 and Thorga’s commemorative pantheon sought to “reactivate traces”426 that had been 
emptied of their meaning. 
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 Anchored in neither the people’s memory nor the studio photographers’ archives, the free-floating 
nature and the sheer absence of colonial days’ public images—i.e. images produced in the public space of 
the studio or those picturing public life and actors—deeply contrasted with the privately-owned and 
homemade photographs, which had significant personal memories attached to them. Indeed, I found that it 
was in the drawers, shoeboxes, albums, envelopes and frames on the walls of Congolese homes that studio 
portraits, as well as homemade snapshots dating to before independence, had resisted the passing of time, 
often in small numbers, more rarely in abundance. It is there that Siegfried Kracauer’s “memory-image” was 
reconciled with the photograph, sutured in the oral tradition; there where the “ghost photograph” was 
animated by human consciousness again.427 Congo historian Bogumil Jewsciewiki sees in the gradual decline 
of the post-colonial state the cause for the “erasure of memorial icons” and the subsequent eruption of 
“particular, personal memories of the colonial time”428 or “récits de vie” as described by the Lubumbashi 
history Professor Donatien Dibwe Dia Mwembu. It equally seems that photographs of the domestic sphere 
of the home and the family have served as a buffer against the extinction of the colonial period’s memory in 
Congo. If, as Liam Buckley rightfully argues, “there is nothing inevitable or natural about photographic 
depictions of the colonial past becoming objects of treasured heritage,”429 the common denominator of 
Congolese individuals’ archival impulses—beyond a spontaneous emotional attachment to family pictures—
was nevertheless explained as a self-conscious and active desire to protect a fragile history that was not 
preserved beyond the confines of their home. 
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 This realization directed my research to the personal archives of three families—the Freitas in 
Kinshasa, and the Chenges and the Yabilis in Lubumbashi—who as early as the 1920s had created, 
commissioned, accumulated and preserved an important number of images.430 Suzanne Freitas Lusango 
(1938–), the daughter of Congo’s pioneer photographer Antoine Freitas (1901–1966), is a retired journalist 
who has cared for her family pictures and written a long text as an homage to her father so she can pass 
down to her children, grandchildren and nephews the story of their grandfather. Kanuto Chenge, a 
nationally famous sculptor, was prompted by the death of his beloved brother to unearth his almost century-
old collection of family pictures in order to illustrate his family memoirs. Finally, Maître Marcel Yabili was a 
prominent lawyer who inserted his family photographs into his project for a small private museum, the 
Pavillion Philippina, covering the 70-year urban history of his family in what used to be Elisabethville. Yabili 
explicitly declared that he initiated the creation of the museum in reaction to the absence of historical 
preservation in the city431 and the hegemony of the Union Minière du Haut Katanga récit on the frail 
historical discourse of the city. His aim was to salvage not only his own family memories, but the memories 
of families of the entire city, notably through the conservation of their photographs.432 As the leaflet 
advertising his newly open museum boasted, “Our families’ little stories have as much flavor as the famous 
ones.” 
 This chapter turns to the relation between pre-independence Congolese self-portraiture and the 
colonial reality. The questions that this chapter addresses are: When these indigenous images made 
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independently or obliquely from the colonial power are actually kept and preserved by their makers, owners 
or models, what specific attitude toward the colonial period do they unveil? How do they represent the 
place of Congolese within, or on the fringe, of colonial society? And how do the colonized Africans’ 
photographic practices and products conform to, contradict or ignore the European modes of image 
production in the Belgian Congo? Native families’ pictures and albums constitute a very germane visual 
terrain with which to explore these questions, as they are the results of an intersection between the private 
and the public realms.  
 As expressed by Marianne Hirsch, photo albums are subject to a “double exposure,” first “in the 
familial setting” and second  “in the broader cultural, historical, and political contexts within which family 
life takes place.”433 In this way, Congolese families’ photographs are the products of a conversation between 
African cultural traditions, the intimate ties that bound kin and the self- approved projection that they want 
to give of themselves for themselves, with colonial public life and the penetration of the European ideology of 
family. Therefore, these images constitute visual expressions of colonial acculturations on the surface of 
which, however, can be detected what Frederick Cooper has called the “fissures” or “crevices of colonial 
power,”434 here understood as Congolese spaces of self-representational license, whose material 
productions, distribution and spectatorial channels often escaped the reach of immediate colonial control.   
 In that same respect, all the interviewed Congolese who lived through the colonial period agreed 
that Sundays and holidays were the photographer’s day par excellence and that pictures were almost invariably 
taken after mass on that day. Photography, then, was a modern means of representation but also a modern 
leisure activity that was integrated into this new sense of time that divided work and respite and scheduled 
one against the other. The partial or total suspension of labor on Sundays and the de rigueur sartorial 
                                                
433 Marianne Hirsch, “Introduction: Familial Looking” in The Familial Gaze, ed. Marianne Hirsch (Hanover 
and London: Dartmouth College, University Press of New England, 1999), XII. 
434 Frederick Cooper, Colonialism in Question. Theory, Knowledge, History (Berkeley, Los Angeles : California 
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adornment created ideal circumstances for people aspiring to have their likenesses taken at the studio, and 
family reunions were occasions to be immortalized by kin who possessed a camera. More pragmatically, 
many professional or amateur portraitists also held another job and practiced photography only on 
weekends.435 Therefore, it can be said that the majority of pre-1960 indigenous photographic practices were 
inscribed within this time parenthesis, when part of the economical demands were somewhat eased, when 
rest and leisure were acceptable and therefore the colonial yoke slightly released its grip. Additionally, 
because of this relative pause in the flux of people and activities that characterized the rest of the week, 
Sundays were probably the most—even if by no means completely—spatially segregated day of the week, 
with each community tending to remain in its designated area: Africans in la cité noire, Europeans in la ville. 
Congolese homes and African-owned studios were separated in the cité noire, and therefore both models and 
photographers were posing and snapping mostly shielded from direct colonial gazes. Within that relative 
cocoon of physical and mental freedom, how did the Congolese choose to be portrayed? 
Photography of the African Bourgeois Home: Three Congolese Families in the Picture 
 In the wake of the seminal works of Anne McClintock,436 post-colonial studies have investigated the 
politics of nineteenth and early twentieth century Western domesticity and of its photographic 
representations as the sites of the white modern subject and the white modern family’s racial, social and 
gendered consolidation. As has been widely acknowledged, the concomitant rise of the European 
bourgeoisie with the invention of the photographic medium in 1839 sealed the union of the new technology 
with the middle class, which immediately co-opted it as a formidably democratized and mechanically 
accurate tool for self-representation in opposition to the centuries-long aristocratic preserve of the painted 
                                                
435 Interview of Kanuto Chenge by Sandrine Colard, August 2, 2014. 




and sculpted portrait.437 Specifically, the self-affirmation of the emerging bourgeoisie was crucially 
implemented through the shaping and visual recording of the domestic sphere—epitomized in the “cult of 
domesticity”—and the recasting of the family within it. The nascent bourgeois family—with its nuclear unit, 
enhanced patriarch master438 and homebound, nurturing female—stood in stark photographic contrast to 
depictions of the lower classes439—laboring manually outside of the home, and frequently living in abject 
social housing conditions—and non-European “uncivilized” peoples,440 and this visual opposition cemented 
the bourgeois family’s sense of middle-class, racial and national belonging. However, more than merely 
capturing these changes visually, the familial photographic practice became itself, in Pierre Bourdieu’s 
words, “un rite du culte domestique, dans lequel la famille est à la fois sujet et objet.”441 Photography was 
not just holding a mirror to the bourgeois home; it was actually creating and shaping it. The photographic 
activity itself, the display of pictures in the home parlor, and the female practice of album-making were all 
elements attesting to the proper profile of the bourgeois family.  
 In the colonial African context, the photographic medium was exported along with this European 
bourgeois family model, and both encountered on the Congolese soil a local familial and iconographic 
culture. As McClintock explains, the reshaping of the Western home, with its “invented tradition of the 
white father at the head of the global Family of man,” also legitimized the “reordering of (…) the black 
family,”442 both on the global imperial and the local African scale. The colonial enterprise, envisaged as the 
patriarchal tutelage of childish Africans by the European dutiful father, justified the economic exploitation 
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439  The most famous photographic illustration of that phenomenon is Jacob Riis, How the Other Half Lives 
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1890). 
440 See Anthropology and Photography, 1860-1920, ed. Elizabeth Edwards (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
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that imperialism fundamentally entailed. On the Congolese stage, we have seen how a conceptualization of 
colonization as an extended family of both Belgians and Congolese was deployed in the 1950s, and how 
notably InforCongo developed photographically this iconography of a Belgian-Congolese kinship. But more 
crucially for us here, at the literal level the Congolese family was being drastically remolded in its most 
intimate dimensions443 according to ideals of European domesticity. From polygynous to monogamous 
unions; from community-bound families to dispersed nuclear units imbued with “a new sense of the limits of 
obligation toward kith and kin;”444 from various social constructions of marriages to Christian Church-
sanctioned unions; from monoracial to not-infrequent interracial matches and offspring; from a shared labor 
of the land to the female dominated rural workforce and exclusively male earners of the wage in the city,445 
from impermanent habitats to “constructions definitive, en matériaux durables,”446 etc—it is tempting to 
assert that over the first half of the twentieth century the camera recorded and accompanied even more 
dramatic changes within the urban African family than it did in Europe. Therefore in the Belgian Congo, the 
indigenous self-portraiture of the rising middle class family spoke to the same preoccupation with private 
                                                
443 See for instance the works of Nancy Rose Hunt on reproduction, fertility and childbearing in the Belgian 
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sentiment, internal cohesion and social self-definition and belonging, with the irreconcilable difference that 
the public space into which the Congolese bourgeois subject could imagine being integrated was the 
domineering colonizing society, not the sovereign nation. Therefore if in Europe the family photographic 
figuration played a constitutive role in the creation of the national subject, of their connection to their 
“imagined community,”447 what was this figuration creating among non-sovereign Africans? To investigate a 
much-quoted line by Bourdieu, I want to ask if and how the Congolese families’ photographic practices 
sought to “reinforce their integration”448 to colonial society, with the latter immutably and ultimately set to 
subordinate them, and how this was expressed aesthetically.  
 In his discourse about photography as a “middlebrow art,” Bourdieu describes family album making 
in Europe (and in America) as a widespread and predictable practice.449 Invented to hold the small carte-de-
visite introduced by Disdéri in 1854 and later prints of larger formats, the album quickly became a steady 
element in the middle-class Western home, “purchased in a shop around the corner and installed just as 
quickly on the family shrine.”450  In the Congo, the assemblage of albums equally became a “mark of 
civilization”451 as it is in the homes of évolués’ descendants that they can be found today. However, at the 
opposite of their commonplace character in the West, albums’ rare occurrence in the country452 indicates 
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that their making was a sign of distinction for a minority elite, rather than a ubiquitous means of social 
conformism for a preponderating middle-class. 
 The Yabili, Chenge and Freitas families are a diverse but representative group of that emerging 
Congolese bourgeoisie that paraded in front of the photographers’ cameras in the cities during the post-
World War I era. Mirroring the tightly controlled labor migrations that occurred in the region from the 
1920s on, the three families’ elders had migrated from medium-sized urban centers—Antoine Freitas from 
Mbanza Kongo (São Salvador), Angola, in 1923; Victor Yabili from Kongolo in 1940; Kanuto Chenge from 
Kalemie (Albertville) in the 1950s—in order to advance their prospects for educational, professional, 
economical and social promotions in the country’s capital or in the industrially-booming Katanga. According 
to standards of Belgian colonization, the three families can all be characterized as middle class, or “évolués” 
by their post-primary level of education, their non-vocational occupations and the bourgeois material 
comforts and domestic attributes to which they aspired and that that they managed in a growing measure to 
secure. Although, as the previous chapter has shown, the term and status of  “évolué” has a precise historical 
trajectory and determining political implications, it was and is commonly used by Congolese to describe any 
person whose intellectual formation and lifestyle emulated that of Europeans. Nevertheless the évolués were 
not a uniform group, and they were particularly divided along racial lines. As will be developed further, in 
spite of their very similar socio-economic background, in the Belgian colonial society the mixed-race 
Chenges were in a much more precarious situation than the black-skinned Freitas or Yabilis. 
 The three families’ photographic archives under study distilled three main “(af)filiative 
connections,”453 to borrow the concept of Tina Campt, exerted in three different looks. First, the fatherly 
gaze of the professional picture-maker Antoine Freitas on his daughter Suzanne documented in his studio the 
young girl’s coming of age. Second, the premature death of their mother made Kanuto Chenge and his 
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siblings the main models for professional family portraitists but also inspired early amateur photographers 
within the family (his brothers Nestor and Barnabé), therefore revealing a sibling perspective. Third and 
last, Marcel Yabili, the first son and eldest child of a well-off state employee, was, with his father, the prime 
subject of a photographically constructed patriarchal lineage. I hope to seize in these three different familial 
gazes and their photographic expressions the articulations of representational intentions and actualizations, 























Antoine and Suzanne Freitas in Léopoldville (1950–1960) 
 
 Making “an art of crossing borders,”454 the cosmopolitanism of early indigenous photographers in 
Africa is a recurrent feature, and Congo’s pioneer photographer Antoine Freitas is the epitome of that cross-
cultural figure.455 Antoine was born in 1901 in Angola, where some four hundred years of Portuguese 
presence had made locals more receptive to Western influences than in any other part of the region.456 He 
grew up in Mbanza Kongo—then baptized San Salvador—the renowned capital of the fallen Kongo 
Kingdom, which was positioned at the confluence of many historical trade routes.457  A proud Kongo, 
Freitas was the heir of an illustrious culture that was and is still very vivid in his ethnic group,458 while at the 
same time he was educated from an early age at the British Missionary Society (BMS), whose foundational 
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church had been erected in San Salvador in 1887.459 He grew up working as the servant of a British 
missionary from whom he learned English before crossing the border to the Belgian-colonized Congo in 
1923.460 That year, Léopoldville had officially replaced Boma as the capital of the Belgian Congo; the city 
had united the previously separated villages of Kinshasa, Kintambo, Ndolo, Kalina and Léopoldville to 
become the “greater Léo.” The need for manpower for improvement works on the Matadi-Kinshasa railway 
line was attracting a new wave of immigration; the tax rates were lower than in bordering Angola461 and the 
town was enjoying a booming economic prosperity. For the young and multilingual462 Freitas, as for so many 
other North-Angolans, all these elements made the predominantly Bakongo Léopoldville a very seductive 
and close-at- hand destination in the early 1920s—an “Eldorado,” as his daughter Suzanne put it—and this is 
where he set out to open his Antoine Photo studio. The Léopoldville studio served as a base, and until the 
birth of his daughter in 1938 Antoine frequently sailed up and down the Congo River for up to six months at 
a time, bringing his precocious services of ambulant to Kasai, Katanga and the rural and royal communities of 
the interior that fascinated him so. It is during one of those peregrinations in the Kasai province that he made 
an exceptional self-portrait of himself at work among a group of villagers, a rare picture that has become a 
canonical image in the emerging field of African photography history (fig.4.1).463 
 It is unclear when, where and with whom Antoine Freitas learned his trade. In his teens he was 
taught carpentry at the BMS, although the acute and self-promotional use of photography by British 
Protestant missionaries—as has been explored in the introduction—leads one to believe that he could have 
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been initiated into the medium before emigrating. However, Suzanne Freitas suspected that he was trained 
as a photographer by a friend, Paul Kouassi, once in Kinshasa. Originating from Benin, Kouassi catered to a 
more privileged clientele, as indicated by his higher fees and the superior quality of the paper he used for his 
prints. The West African or “coastman” presence in the Belgian Congo had been a constant since the time of 
the Congo Free State, and the first known African photographer in the country was the Nigerian Herzekiah 
Andrew Shanu.464 However, for many years the trade was mainly the preserve of Angolese immigrants, and 
until independence few native Congolese were known to professionally practice photography. Therefore, 
the existence of a sort of Angolese photographers’ corporation can be posited, through which Antoine could 
have received his training.  
 When Freitas renounced his ambulant life around 1940, his daughter Suzanne became one of his 
studio’s favorite subjects. Growing up, her black-and-white portrait was often captured by Antoine in his 
studio, and she had retained several of them, some of which found a place in an album of her life’s pictures. 
Suzanne Freitas had assembled the album on the occasion of her 40th wedding anniversary, and it strikingly 
resonated with Anne Higonnet’s description of the typical album practice of Victorian women. Higonnet 
writes, 
  The majority of women made albums and amateur paintings at transitional moments  
  in their lives, especially just before or after marriage and motherhood. Many started  
  making pictures during adolescence, when they left school, fell in love, or gave birth  
  to their children. Interludes marked by travel also spurred picture-making.465 
 
The affiliation with the European tradition of album-making was also apparent in the blue velvety cover of 
Suzanne’s picture book, with its horse-and-carriage motif squarely framed with a leafy frieze and subheaded 
with the words “Classic Tone” (fig.4.2). 
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 The opening page prominently featured a single small photograph of the wedding on July 11, 1959, 
with an immaculate Suzanne Freitas sitting in a white veil and gown and her soon-to-be husband, Daniel 
Lusango, standing in a black suit with a flower in his boutonniere, both facing a European priest at the altar. 
The next page turned back the clock to their courtship in the shape of two anonymous 
—interestingly not taken by Antoine—studio portraits of the slightly younger couple posing shoulder-to- 
shoulder in front of a dark and draped curtain. The next turn of the page made a further flashback to a 
double page of Suzanne’s adolescent life, with a series of nine pictures—two of which were authored by 
Antoine—to which we will come back in detail momentarily. The album then started moving forward in 
time with a double page showing young Daniel’s various portraits, which were succeeded by four full-page 
sized photographs of the marriage ceremony. The some-30 pages that followed depicted chronologically the 
birth and childhood of the couple’s five children in single or family group portraits; Daniel’s career in the 
army; snapshots of leisure or work trips taken in Europe, among which Daniel’s handshake with King 
Baudouin in some formal situation had pride of place; the photographs, suddenly color, of the numerous 
grandchildren; the growing-into-old-age of the now grandparents at family reunions, the last of which was 
the 40th wedding anniversary party on the final page.   
 Using the rest of the album for purposes of interpretation, I will concentrate on the first four 
pages—that is, Suzanne Freitas’s youth leading up to the wedding—as these encompass the bulk of 
photographs made in the pre-independence period that is of interest here, and two of the portraits authored 
by her father. The temporal loop that constitutes the first three pages of the album 
—from the wedding back to the courtship, back to Suzanne’s adolescence, and then forward to the wedding 
again—forces the viewer to read images of her teenage years as having marriage, and by traditional 
extension, child-bearing, as their intended end. The overall narrative of the album is a succession of passages 
that lead from being a daughter, to becoming a wife, to becoming a mother, to becoming a grandmother, 
with occasional breakaways of pictures of European travels.  
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 Nothing in the album hints at the fact that Suzanne was among the very first Congolese women to 
obtain a degree in journalism in the early 1960s and that she worked at the Radio Télévision Nationale 
Congolaise her whole career. Her journalistic occupation is kept on the outskirts of the album, as if 
incompatible with her domestic mission, while her husband’s professional merits as a doctor in the army are 
displayed on no less than nine pages. In that respect again, Higonnet’s comments on the self-imaging of 
female experience in nineteenth century Europe are exactly paralleled in Suzanne’s compositional choices: 
  Women presented in their albums and amateur paintings their visions of what   
  bourgeois femininity should be. Album imagery is highly selective and    
  coherent…Women’s album pictures accept the domain allotted to women—indeed,  
  they insist on it.466 
That insistence was pursued to the point of erasing Suzanne’s groundbreaking professional achievement—of 
which she and reportedly her father were very proud—to conform to more conservative values associated 
with femininity. She and her father were progressive enough to aspire to and attain unprecedented 
intellectual and professional goals, yet that accomplishment was not understood as being a rightful part of 
the visual definition of a twentieth century Congolese woman’s social self as imaged in a photographic 
album.  
 The double page dedicated to Suzanne’s pre-marital adolescence featured two full portraits 
produced in the studio Antoine Photo in the early 1950s when she was about fourteen or fifteen years old, 
and six pictures taken in 1958 during her trip to Belgium and Great Britain on the occasion of the Exposition 
Universelle in Brussels (fig. 4.3). Therefore the representation of her pre-independence youth is exclusively 
shared between two spaces: the indoor studio portraits created by her father in the private family sphere and 
the outdoor snapshots made during the European trip, out of the nest but still under the eagle eye of the 
colonial authorities. In the album, images of the private sphere were, then, supervised by the paternal 
figure, while those of the public realm were regulated by the colonial power. As in the other portraits made 
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by Antoine not included in the album, the backdrop and Suzanne’s poses are strictly repetitive (fig.4.4 and 
4.5). In all of them, the painted décor consisted of the same classical and bucolic landscape, and today the 
prints’ patina lets us see a small brick-built bridge, decorated with ironwork, over what is probably a river, 
and a dense foliage that humbly resembles the type found in the eighteenth century European landscape 
paintings of Fragonard, Gainsborough or Reynolds. Suzanne Freitas’s poses are nearly identical: she stands 
obliquely to the camera, usually with her right shoulder behind and one or both arms stretched along her 
body. Systematically dressed in a European-style, summery dress or ballroom-type gown, she stands with 
her right foot always slightly forward. She never looks straight at the camera but well off to the side of it. 
With the upper and lower parts of her body slightly askew, Suzanne is forced to adopt an erect posture, 
which combined with the averted look gives her a dignified and penetrating air.  
 Photography historians have repeatedly expressed their surprise at how similar turn of the century 
studio pictures from Africa or India look to Western ones,467 and it seems that these flagrant similitudes—
even if here anachronistic—were still persisting in this Léopoldville studio in the 1950s. The classicism of 
the painted backdrop—with its Fragonard-like vaporous vegetation—and Suzanne’s contained manner are 
reminiscent of the European tradition of portraiture in painting and in photography. Especially the model’s 
three-quarter position, adding “dynamism and vivacity,” is inherited from the eighteenth century French 
portrait d’apparat, with the important difference of a dearth of props in the Congolese image.468 That model’s 
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position in the portrait d’apparat migrated to photographic likenesses, as is most striking in the carte-de-visite 
invented by Disdéri (fig.4.6). Freitas stated that her father’s inspiration from Western photographic 
practices was notably derived from his avid reading of European photography magazines that he obtained, 
among others, through his good friend and famous colleague, the Polish-born Casimir Zagourski. She 
specified that Antoine Freitas was mostly interested in finding in these revues’ pages the means for technical 
improvements and innovations, but that he also found ideas for poses that he then suggested to his 
customers. 
 Both the apparat genre and Disdéri’s full portraits have often been characterized as displaying a lack 
of spontaneity. His mass-produced, “beau monde” images exist in contrast to the work of the other father of 
French photographic portraiture, the soul-searching Nadar and his singular headshot that strove to reveal the 
interiority of his sitters. Suzanne Freitas explained that her father’s nominal fees made him popular with less 
wealthy customers, and that in consequence his studio was often packed. “When it was crowded, he worked 
fast, without refinement,” she said. The formulaic attitude that Suzanne adopted in front of her father’s 
camera—at his request or at least with his consent—affiliates Freitas’s portraits with the Disderian 
preoccupation with displaying the social self, in contrast to the Nadarian pretension of rendering a sitter’s 
singular personality. That affiliation finds itself reinforced by Jean Borgatti’s study of portraiture in African 
“traditional” art, which, she says, “emphasizes social identity.” Already about earlier media, Borgatti wrote, 
“The African aesthetic is a generalizing one, and the portrait image is individuated by name and context (…) 
Even the most representational African portraits idealize and generalize their subjects (…) in contrast to the 
idiosyncratic or literal naturalism of much Western portraiture.”469 The opposition that Borgatti sees 
between Western mimesis and African idealism finds a no less mitigated terrain in photography. As Stephen 
Sprague has demonstrated for Nigeria, Yoruba photographic portraits were submitted with the imperative of 
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embodying Yoruba cultural values and perception of the world, which resulted in a strict formal codification, 
such as, for instance, the subject sitting squarely with both hands placed on laps or knees, and legs well 
spread apart to best display the garment’s fabrics. These conventions, Sprague explains, were the results of 
local aesthetic concepts that the traditional formal portrait should “emphasize how well the subject fulfills his 
traditional role in Yoruba society,” and that this should translate visually by jijora, the “mimesis at the 
midpoint.”  
  It implies the work should exist somewhere between complete abstraction and   
  individual likeness. It should resemble the individual and at the same time embody all  
  the ideal Yoruba characteristics without over-emphasizing any one. The extreme   
  stylization of pose and facial expression of the traditional formal portrait is an attempt  
  to achieve this state by circumventing to a degree the inherent specificity of the   
  photographic portrait.470 
 
 Outside of the Western world, photography has been more pliable to less naturalistic ends, as other 
examples could show.471 Moreover, given the complicity that linked father and daughter— “la prunelle de 
ses yeux”—it is obvious that this formal rigidity is a deliberate and repeated choice to “idealize” the young 
woman in a constant and generic way. Antoine’s portraits of Suzanne are idealized photographic portraits.  
 If, as the album composition leads us to believe, Suzanne Freitas’s adolescence was the antechamber 
of marriage, the idealization pursued by her dutiful father may well have been that of portraying his daughter 
as desirable, as an “ideal” wife to potential suitors. Erin Haney has discussed the emergence of young girls’ 
“debut portraits” that were becoming common in West Africa in the 1880s and 1890s,472 and it is reasonable 
to think that some sixty years later a photographer would make an effective and actualized use of that 
practice to advance his beloved daughter’s chance of a good match. The progressive upbringing that Antoine 
                                                
470 Stephen Sprague, “Yoruba Photography: How the Yoruba See Themselves,” in African Arts,  
Vol. 12, No. 1 (Nov. 1978), 54–55. 
471 See Christopher Pinney’s discussion of Indian overpainting of photographs in Camera Indica : The Social 
Life of Indian Photographs (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). 
472 Erin Haney, “Lutterodt Family Studios and the Changing Face of Early Portrait Photographs from the 
Gold Coast,” in Portraiture and Photography in Africa, eds. John Peffer and Elisabeth L. Cameron. 
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Freitas had provided to Suzanne473—encouraging her to pursue an advanced degree and transmitting to her 
his passion for books—was imperceptible in her studio portraits, as it generally is in the album. The 
“debutante” portraits photographically conformed Suzanne by idealizing her in a fixed set of representational 
conventions that erased the signs of intellectual and educational pioneering that were socially (too) vanguard 
for women. In the Congolese marital culture of the 1950s, being an upper-educated bookworm was not the 
best asset for attracting a prospecting fiancé, as shown by Suzanne’s reports of her mother’s laments over 
her daughter’s obsession with reading to the detriment of helping with household tasks. I argue that this 
traditionalizing decision translates Antoine Freitas’s concern to presenting Suzanne as a suitable companion 
for the 1950s Congolese educated man, who as “evolved” as he could be, or rather precisely because he was 
emulating the social model of mid-twentieth century Belgium, was gender conservative.  
 Suzanne Freitas and her father were Baptists, and their common passion for books was a direct 
influence of their religious education. The “scripto-centered” nature of the Protestant Church urged it to 
make bibles available to African pupils just as it did in Europe, and to translate the Great Book into local 
Congolese idioms.474 If that precept gave them a literacy-based head start on their Catholics counterparts, 
the systematic discrimination that Protestant missions had to endure in a Belgian colonial system bound to 
the hip with the Catholic Church somewhat marginalized their indigenous followers. Deprived of the state 
subsidies and the recognition granted to Catholic missions until 1948, the Protestant schools had a lesser 
reputation than the “national missions,” and their students suffered from an “ambiguous social status” 
                                                
473 Freitas’s Baptist upbringing and culture may have shaped his early progressive view of women’s 
education. F. James Grenfell specifies that in comparison to Catholic missionary culture, as early as the late 
nineteenth century, the BMS schools “gave education to both boys and girls…the self-respect of women was 
enhanced as they became church members. Women were even appointed deacons with the same authority 
and responsibilities as their male colleagues.” “Angola. The History of the Baptist Church in Angola and Its 
Influence on the Life and Culture of the Kongo and Zombo People (1879–1975),” 44. Unpublished Master’s 
thesis. 
474 Philippe B. Kabongo-Mbaya, L’Eglise du Christ au Zaïre. Formation et adaptation d’un protestantisme en 
situation de dictature (Paris: Karthala, 1992), 23 ; Isidore Ndaywel è Nziem, Nouvelle Histoire du Congo 
(Brussels: Le Cri, 2009), 349. Antoine Freitas himself translated ancient missionary writings, biblical texts 
and religious hymns from English to Kikongo and Lingala. Suzanne Freitas, Mon Père, 4.  
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compared to the Catholic Congolese that would make up the bulk of the évolué class. 475 This 
disadvantageous social perception that had long weighed on Congolese Protestants may have been an 
additional reason for Antoine Freitas and his daughter to photographically “normalize” her. 
 In spite of these differences, both the Catholic and Protestant missions put the same emphasis on the 
education of women as being bound to domesticity and to complement that of boys and their domestic 
“needs.”476 The stress on family-life was probably even more salient among Protestants, since ministers were 
allowed to marry and brought their European spouses with them, offering a more complete tableau of family 
holiness than the single nuns and priests. As Patricia Grimshaw explains, “wives (…) afforded the heathen 
the opportunity to observe Christian families, a matter in which example was as important as precept.”477 
Although single lady missionaries offered glimpses of emancipatory paths—living, earning wages, and 
traveling independently of a husband—they were still subordinated to the male leaders, “bent on keeping 
women from positions of authority and remuneration.”478Also, they negotiated their unmarried status by 
adopting a “maternal idiom” towards the Congolese and often took in local children.479 Finally, the usually 
foreign origins of Protestant missions—American, British or Swedish—awoke the xenophobic and anxious 
reflex of the Belgian administration, which tried to deflect them from educational activities480 and confine 
them to medical care. Maternity wards became a preferred domain for Protestant missions, and as Nancy 
                                                
475 Philippe B. Kabongo-Mbaya, op.cit, 27, 29, 32, 77. 
476 Marie Elizabeth Dunkerley, “Education Policies and the Development of the Colonial State in the Belgian 
Congo, 1916–1939,” PhD dissertation submitted to the University of Exeter, September 2009. Accessed on 
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Rose Hunt specifies, much “evangelical fuss” was made “about churchmen’s wives as parturients.”481  
Marriage and motherhood were the core of Congolese girls’ education, whether at the hands of Catholics or 
Protestants, as Yates unequivocally affirms,  
  While the purpose of the education of males would shift after World War II as   
  political change came to the continent, the primary objective of girls’ education at all  
  levels remained unaltered from the opening of the first Western-type school in 1879  
  to independence in 1960: training Christian wives and mothers.482 
 
 Therefore in the post-World War II Belgian Congo, indigenous girls’ schooling —even 
“advanced”—was still focused on homemaking, the ménagère curriculum, as this was the role that they were 
assigned by the patriarchal colonial society and the latter’s interpretation of African “customs and 
traditions.”483 The purpose was to enable girls “to become good wives, informed mothers, and perfect 
household managers”484 in the most perfect Western Christian tradition. A government educational reform 
had been carried out in 1948 in part to respond to the évolués’ request to marry wives who met their “new 
level of civilization.”485 However, the male évolués’s support of female education was not a manifestation of 
their aspiration for gender equality, but rather a reflection of their concern with domestic comfort. In the 
words of contributors to La Voix du Congolais (1945–1959), the first and main “évolués” journal, 
  We are not demanding that our wives acquire profound and special knowledge which  
  would place them at a level which is not naturally reserved to them. We wish only that  
  our wives be brought closer to our degree of evolution and understand us.486 
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  It is necessary to teach (our daughters) how to take care of a household in the most  
  perfect way possible. If domestic work isn’t accomplished with orderliness and   
  cleanliness, a man won’t stay at home.487 
 
The sacrosanct household management was deemed incompatible with a salaried work, and professional 
occupations were generally vilified as the path to children’s and husband’s neglect, and to a dangerous 
economical emancipation.488 Toward the end of the fifties, a certain progress in mentality made the journal 
open its pages to women and their aspirations, and in May 1957, the 19-year-old Suzanne was profiled in a 
short article. Then working as a primary school teacher at the BMS and regularly contributing to the local 
press, Suzanne expressed the tension that existed between her professional and marital ambitions.  
  I will not do it on a whim. Marriage is a vocation. One has to prepare for it seriously.  
  However, once married, the only liberty that I will ask from my husband   
  will be to keep writing articles for newspapers. Journalism is a job that I love.489 
 
Suzanne will be allowed by her husband Daniel to pursue her career throughout her life. However, it will 
not be deemed a proper subject of photographic record captured in her 40th wedding anniversary album, 
although these professional images existed, as testified by an InforCongo group portrait by Carlo Lamote of 
Suzanne and colleagues at the Radio Congo Belge (fig.4.7). Her entrance into the conjugal “vocation” 
confirms the visual conservatism that had been initiated by Antoine in his studio. 
  While her body postures are modified, Suzanne Freitas’s systematically sideways look in the 
Antoine Studio’s portraits is replicated in the couple’s “courtship” studio portraits, whose author is unknown 
(fig.4.8). Daniel wears a light-hued jacket, white shirt, black tie, black pants and black shiny shoes, and 
stands with one hand in his pocket with the same reassuring air of calmness and almost imperceptible smile 
that are recurrent in his pictures of the next forty years. By his side, a shorthaired Suzanne wears a flower-
printed three quarter skirt, a silver belt that marks her extra-slim waist, and a short-sleeved, chaste V-neck 
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light shirt. Her accessories—voluminous earrings, white heels that her left ankle delicately slants inward, 
and what is likely a headscarf folded in the hand that she holds behind her back—are signs of the detailed but 
not ostentatious attention that was paid to her adornment. No longer standing on her own under the 
protective eye of her father’s camera, she now stands or sits at the arm of her fiancé. In fact, in the 40 
pictures in which she appears in the rest of the album, Suzanne will stand by herself only twice, in 
comparison to the five “single” pictures out of nine in the double “adolescent” pages. In the two courtship 
pictures (fig.4.8), the dynamic of the couple’s touching bodies subtly oozes with that male “assurance” 
sheltering female “vulnerability.” Daniel’s shoulder dominates or even overlaps Suzanne’s; his feet are firmly 
planted in the ground or his legs confidently crossed while her slanted ankles make her look like a window 
mannequin, precariously sitting or standing and in need of sustenance (in the seated picture she even looks 
as though she needs to hold onto the chair in order not to fall from it); his hand is nonchalantly in his pocket 
or dropped on his knee while Suzanne timidly keeps one or two arms behind her back. Suzanne’s physical 
space blends into Daniel’s, with him even sitting on her skirt in the second picture, probably at the 
photographers’ direction to spread and properly display the flowery pattern, as is a regular concern for 
African sitters often dressed in flamboyant textiles traditionally ridden with meaning. Even more strikingly, 
the play of their looks—him amiably but firmly planting his eyes into the camera’s objective, her looking off 
to the side—makes their presence in the image carry very different weights. His straightforward gaze puts 
him in charge of the photographic operation under way, while she looks oblivious or unaware of it, 
surrendering control to her focused, soon-to-be husband. Staring into the viewer’s eyes and placing his arm 
behind Suzanne’s back, Daniel seems to slightly push her forward on display for the perusal of the spectator, 
to whom he seems to whisper, “look at her, she is or will soon be mine.” The gaze that Suzanne rehearsed 
for years in her father’s studio fits right into the photographic context of her new position of fiancée and 
soon-to-be wife. As harmonious as this image appears, the photograph visually symbolizes Suzanne’s 
submission to Daniel. On the part of the viewer, a mere mental inversion of the couple’s position, gaze and 
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body dynamics suffices to aid understanding of how the picture would change both in appearances and 
significance.  
 Returning to the teenage pages, the snapshots of Suzanne Freitas’s travels remain to be examined. 
There are four of them on the left page and three on the right, bracketing the Antoine Studio portraits in the 
middle. All of them, in contrast to the rest of the album, are captioned. So she could participate in the 
Belgian Congo’s Protestant Missions pavilion, Suzanne joined the some seven hundreds “évolués” who made 
the trip to the 1958 International Exhibition in Brussels. In the bottom right hand corner of the page the 
departure from the Kinshasa airport of Ndolo is pictured (fig.4.9), diagonally opposite a large portrait made 
on site at the exhibition. Underneath it are two pictures of Freitas and some friends enjoying the majestic 
park of the Musée du Congo Belge in Tervuren in the suburbs of Brussels, now called the Royal Museum of 
Central Africa. After Belgium, Freitas continued her trip by traveling to the Kent province in the United 
Kingdom, taking advantage of her father’s British Baptist connections, and two photographs show her in 
pagne in the company of benevolent-looking English ladies. Finally, in the right hand upper corner of the 
double page a studio portrait of a girlfriend of hers appears. 
 The 1958 pilgrimage to the metropole was a road marked and controlled by the Belgians for the 
restricted number of selected Congolese, yet it turned out to be an unforeseen decisive turn toward 
Congolese self-determination. The International Exhibiton of Brussels, in fact, is a potent example of 
Frederick Cooper’s “crevices” or “fissures” of colonial power that Congolese pried open and which became 
fatal to Belgian colonization. The mobility of Congolese within their country was drastically controlled by 
the authorities, and traveling to Belgium was an even more hampered road, in stark contrast with French or 
British policies on that matter for instance.490 Suzanne Freitas was, then, among the very few privileged 
                                                
490 Historian Matthew Stanard explains that more than high travel costs, state controls on population 
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colonized subjects to reach Belgian soil, and in 1958, she was part of the Congolese cohort to make the trip 
to the otherwise unattainable Europe. In these circumstances, the departure picture at the Kinshasa airport 
embodied the imminent passage of a genuine threshold, and throughout the colonial period, the insistence 
on the photographic capture of Congo-bound Belgians and to a much lesser measure Belgium-bound 
Congolese had already become a recurrent visual trope.  
 As I have previously examined, each and every issue of L’Illustration Congolaise featured in its opening 
pages the farewells of passengers on boats departing from Antwerp harbor and sailing off to Congo’s coastal 
cities. Starting in the 1940s, these images were replaced by those of travelers embarking on planes owned by 
the Sabena Company, the jewel of Belgium’s air fleet. While doubling as an exaltation of Belgian 
technological modernity in the shape of ships and planes, the sheer number and persistent creation of these 
“gateway” photographs lingering on that moment of passage to the other continent gave it a solemn 
importance with a sort of “visual drum roll.” What’s more, during the sea crossing itself, it was customary 
to perform an actual rite in honor of travelers traversing the equator for the first-time. The ceremony was 
called le Baptême de l’Equateur and it was celebrated under the direction of the boat captain disguised as 
Neptune. The baptism consisted of an immersion sanctioned by a certificate and followed by a costume 
party, also a favorite subject of photographic capture491 (fig.4.10). As with any baptism, one emerged 
different on the other side.  
 Freitas’s simpler photographic reenactment of that threshold’s crossing featuring her coy pose in 
front of the airport nevertheless resulted in a visible transformation through which she emerged different on 
the other side of the sea and on the other side of the album double page. Diametrically opposed to the 
airport shot is the only photograph of Suzanne that was taken on the actual site of the International 
                                                                                                                                                        
Immobility: A Singular Empire and the Historiography of the Single Analytic Field,” in French Colonial History, 
Vol. 15, (2014), 87–110. 
491 This custom is portrayed in Baron Lambert’s film, Un Voyage au Congo, 1924. It has also been described to 
me by one of the “baptized” colonial passengers of the 1930s. Susan Six’s interview conducted by Sandrine 
Colard, August 31, 2014. 
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Exhibition. The image is of a unique type in the entire album (fig.4.11). A much larger print than the other 
page’s pictures, the low-angle shot aggrandizes Suzanne, and her upward and farseeing look combined with 
her rolled-up sleeves gives her a definitely confident and even conquering air. The aesthetic of that picture is 
not unreminiscent of World War II Soviet, German and American propagandist billboards of the people. 
Additionally, the divided and geometric background—half blank, half diamond-shaped—infuses the picture 
with a modernist look.   
 The author of that picture has been forgotten by Freitas, and today it cannot be said whether the 
photographer was a European or African attached to the same Protestant Missions pavilion492 where she was 
working. However, the image emerged from an event—the 1958 International Exhibition of Brussels—that 
was at that time the epicenter and the climax of the Belgian colonial project. The exposition comprised 44 
national pavilions, and the Belgian Congo section was dedicated to no less than seven pavilions and a 
“tropical garden” on eight hectares destined to boast of Belgium’s “achievements” in the colony. The event 
was a huge popular hit with a total of 41 million visitors, among whom 30.5 million were Belgian. In all, 
over 80 percent of Belgians visited the Exposition at least once.493 The attendance of Belgian colonials in 
particular was so massive that hotel and restaurant owners in Léopoldville complained in the press about the 
economic standstill that had come to the Congo’s capital after it was deserted by a vast portion of its 
European inhabitants, prompting a national newspaper to headline an article with “all the Congo is at the 
Heysel,” the park at which the exhibition was taking place.494 Also, the relatively small number of Congolese 
                                                
492 The Protestant missionary pavilion was within the Belgian Congo section. 
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flown to Brussels—700—was nonetheless the largest representation of the Congolese population to yet set 
foot on Belgian soil.495 
 The Exhibition’s Congo section was the pinnacle of the colonial authorities’ propagandist efforts 
that were tirelessly deployed since the 1908 reprise, and of which the Exhibition marked the 50th anniversary. 
The conceptual framework of the entire Exposition relied on a post-World War II regained humanism, 
buttressed by a boundless optimism toward science, that was encompassed in the event’s leitmotif, “Bilan du 
monde, pour un monde plus humain.” In the Cold War context, the rapprochement des peuples was the 
emulated model of which the European construction and the United Nations were the leading figures. In the 
Belgian Congo section, this translated into the display of the “Belgian-Congolese community” policy that had 
been supported by the minister of colonies, Auguste Buisseret, and the general governor of the Congo, Léon 
Pétillon, starting in the 1950s.  This concept was an ideological posture that found little concrete 
manifestation in the colonial reality.496 In palpable reminders that the pavilion was still in line with an 
atavistic exhibitional tradition, the 1958 Fair organizers displayed once more “a village of Congolese” for 
show, and the return home of the Congolese “villagers” was hastened by the humiliating treatment they 
endured from Belgian visitors. Even at the heart, then, of that allegedly festive event, a tragic dissonance 
between discourse and reality resounded. Nevertheless, as has been explored in the previous chapter, this 
idea of a “Belgian-Congolese community” found a photographic expression in the iconography of kinship, 
and notably in the Album de Famille InforCongo brochure distributed onsite at the exhibition. But in this 
Belgian-Congolese “album de famille” of the 1950s, it seemed that the Congolese were no longer assigned 
                                                
495 See Zana Aziza Etambala, “Présences congolaises en Belgique, 1885–1940: Exhibition-Education-
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the place of the eternal child: they had grown into young adolescents. Colonial propaganda now described 
the Congo as feeling “la montée de ses forces juvéniles,”497 and art historian Sarah Van Beurden interestingly 
explains that “the promotional literature of the exhibition is riddled with the metaphor of a young Congo. 
According to Bruneel, the president of the colonial section, the country had entered adolescence just after 
World War II.” 498 (translation mine)  
 Along with a cohort of same-aged Congolese present at the exhibition, Suzanne Freitas embodied 
the colony’s youth, representing a new generation that would enforce the next phase of the “evolution.” Her 
rolled-up sleeves portray her as ready to take up the task, and her eyes are set on the faraway horizon of 
accomplished civilization that the colonial authorities probably hoped to be ever-escaping. The low-angle 
shot depicts her as rising; she is the young blood in the veins of the colony. Monumentalized by the contre-
plongée, Suzanne is cast as a post-World War II type of the emerging “New Congolese” molded by Belgium, 
and in this way she is set apart from the undifferentiated mass of her allegedly primitive ancestors. The 
disorienting shot shook off the century-long flood of anthropometric anthropological shots and exoticizing 
pictures, and it forced the viewer to see her in a new light—borrowing the low angle shot, one of the 
typical strategies of the “New Vision”—that is, that of a standard-bearer of progress in opposition to the 
album’s opposite picture of “civilization apprentice.”  
 At the time of the exhibition, the lozenge shapes that occupy half of the background on which 
Freitas stands were publicized as a motif inspired by the Kuba people’s lavish tradition of decorative arts,499 
and variations of it were repeated in the architecture of the Belgian Congo section and beyond, even 
covering the several-meters high exotic “totem” acting like a beacon for the colonial section (fig.4.12). The 
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great liberty taken with actual, original Kuba motifs made the connection with existing designs tenuous. In 
fact, the integration of Kuba art patterns into the hyper-modernist aesthetic of the exhibition was yet 
another commodification of the ever popular aesthetic of the Southeast’s fallen kingdom among 
Westerners.500 That vogue saw the Flemish Father Antonin D’Haenens establish an art workshop in 
Nsheng—the Kuba capital—to “perpetuate” Kuba arts and supply the European market.501 Art historian 
Elisabeth Cameron explains that students of the school were rarely of Kuba origin, used Western carving 
tools, and systematized motifs that were traditionally subject to improvisation and change. In a nutshell, 
Cameron concludes by quoting historian Jan Vansina when he suggests that “sculptures of the art school 
were at best ‘inspired by Kuba art but were actually something else altogether’”502 but were nevertheless 
regarded as authentic.  
 Regardless of the reification and deformation undertaken, the important idea here is that these 
patterns were regarded as drawn from an original Kuba stock of inspiration and interpreted as “authentic.” It 
was this alleged authenticity that drove the 58 exhibition’s organizers of the colonial section to pick Kuba-ish 
shapes to embody the “genuine” encounter of European and African arts and have the shapes stand for the 
“Belgian-Congolese community.” This was the idea promoted by Frans Olbrechts, director of the Royal 
Museum of the Belgian Congo in Tervuren and of the art and culture section of the Belgian Congo pavilion 
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at the exhibition. A contemporary Congolese art section reunited European and indigenous artists like Bela 
and Pili Pili. The Belgian priests and students of the Nsheng School participated in the Fair and their Kuba-
inspired artworks were on display in the Catholic Pavilion.503 Also, the use of tropical wood, copper and 
malachite in the architecture sought to synthetize a professed Belgian-Congolese identity,504 as did the 
insertion of Kuba motifs. 
 This ubiquity of Kuba-like culture in the architecture of the exhibition site was a transposition of a 
pre-existing situation in Congo’s Nsheng art school that applied Bushoong patterns to the walls of the 
school, “appropriate for a royal venue.”505 Similarly, in the innumerable virtuoso Kuba motifs, the central 
pattern behind Freitas in the photograph resembled most the mbul bwiin or bulaam bwiin, which means 
“drawing of Mbulapey,” after the name of the woman or sister of Miko mi-Mbul who is believed to have 
invented it.506 Joseph Cornet indicates that that drawing was frequently used on the architectural friezes in 
the houses of Kuba high nobility,507 and its transposition onto the walls of the exposition, then, somewhat 
respected its original purpose. If we consider the larger angular shapes in which is included the central 
pattern, then it is closer to the woot matul motif, the “feast woot”508 –woot being the first man in Kuba 
mythology, bringer of civilization.509 These motifs find resonating adaptations within the Exhibition: its 
Kuba-style decorated walls were hosting the 20th century global aristocracy—the distinguished dignitaries of 
44 nations—on the occasion of a world-class celebration of the advent of a new scientific, technological and 
hopefully peaceful civilization, and in the case of the Belgian Congo pavilion, the emergence of the “New 
Congolese,” the évolué. Whether these associations were intended or not is difficult to assess today, but the 
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professors and students of the art academies of Léopoldville and Elisabethville who were involved in the 
elaboration of the Congo pavilion510 could not have all been unfamiliar with the meanings behind one of the 
longest and most appreciated art forms in the colony.511 
 If the architectural insertion of the Kuba-inspired decorative pattern points to an ideological will 
to establish a Belgian-Congolese extended family, its use as a backdrop in Suzanne’s portrait injects the 
photograph, and the whole album, with a salient meaning in regard to her own future place within the 
private, blood-tied family. The decorative motifs permeated all aspects of Kuba material culture, but they 
were the most present in the embroidery of raffia textiles, in what was the exclusive domain of women. This 
Kuba female preserve of embroidery is exceptional among the Congo’s various cultural traditions, in which 
men are more often the ones working with textiles. Conversely in Kuba culture, that skill was “expected of 
all women,” and was  “a precondition of being able to marry.”512 Patricia Darish notes that embroidery 
presented the advantage of being an activity that could be pursued while attending to most pressing duties, 
such as cultivating the fields or attending to domestic and family activities. It had “more of the air of a 
pastime as women worked on the embroidery in an informal setting.”513  
 Freitas was not Kuba, but Kongo by both parents, what means that she was descending from an 
ethnic group for which the idea of female needlework was foreign. Nevertheless, she was immersed in a 
colonial culture that celebrated that association. Once again using the singular Kuba arts as a banner for the 
entire Congolese culture, the 1958 Brussels Fair insisted on the traditionally atypical association between 
Congolese femininity and needlework. This is obvious in the methodology of staging of a family in the 
controversial “African village” (fig.4.13). As an illustration of Congolese “daily business” activities, an 
                                                
510 Sarah Van Beurden, op.cit. 
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InforCongo photograph by René Stalin “fixed,” according to the original caption, “ an exquisite scene” 
showing “une femme congolaise (qui) brode les fameux ‘velours du Kasai’ qui ont inspiré M. Pèchère, 
l’architecte des jardins, tandis que plus loin son époux surveille le bébé endormi.”514 It is striking to note the 
mirroring between the quasi-sacralization of needlework as a proper female bourgeois activity and the 
popularity of its representation within Victorian women’s albums and amateur paintings. The connection 
did not escape the Belgian colonial women of the time, who featured on the cover of one of their bulletins a 
“velour du Kasaï.”  
 As a result of a culturally distorting lens then, the relation established between the weaving activity 
and the role of the African woman on the very site of the exhibition made blatant the implications of that 
exact place as a backdrop. By posing in front of this emblem of Kuba female domesticity and giving that 
portrait a prominent place in her album, Freitas then reclaimed and endorsed her upcoming role as a 
traditional housewife–Western-educated, well-read, well-traveled and cosmopolitan–but reverent of her 
African cultural traditions, at least as it was understood in the context of that photographic capture. For 
Freitas, then, the contemplated horizon might have been double and/or dual: that of a modern educated and 
working woman and that of a married woman with a home filled with children, as depicted in the 
subsequent pages of the album.   
 The two snapshots in the park of the Tervuren museum (fig.4.14-4.15) are glimpses of the 
backstage of the 1958 show, and they unveil the blind spots of the Belgian colonial project. The 
subordination in size and placement of these two photographs in comparison with the imposing portrait 
above them reflects Suzanne’s integration of their function as the discreet and preferably invisible buttress to 
the official Congolese monument above. At the time one of the crucial poles of the colonial enterprise in 
Belgium, the Tervuren museum—precisely its CAPA annex (Centre d’Accueil du Personnel Africain)—
                                                




accomodated the rare Congolese transiting in the metropole. The vast majority of the Exposition’s African 
workers were housed there, with the intention of isolating them as much as possible from the metropolitan 
population, potentially subversive ideas and the sight of unprivileged whites.515 Ironically, the grouping of 
Congolese from all over the colony created the circumstances of political dialogue and organizations that 
colonial restrictive policies on indigenous mobility had so far impeached, with the effect of turning what was 
supposed to be a disciplined boarding place into a boiling caldron.516   
 Nevertheless, the anonymous photographs of Suzanne in the museum’s park betray the control 
exerted on the colonial subjects in the European public space during the exhibition, whether in Belgium or 
later in the UK. The young woman’s physical containment is striking in the two Tervuren images. In one she 
is huddled up on a park bench in a mixed group of ladies, more closely than the size of the bench or the 
limits of camera’s viewing angle necessitates. On the other, she is alone crouching in the grass, tightly 
folding her arms against her body, with the museum’s façade dominating her. Her body is retracted as if to 
occupy as little physical space as possible, as if she was usurping a place which did not belong to her, as if she 
was literally and figuratively bending under the weighty presence of the Western culture in the shape of the 
museum behind her. Except in this last picture, Suzanne never appears alone in the four European 
snapshots; she is always chaperoned by European ladies in accordance with the colonial and gender propriety 
of the moment. These four pictures are antithetical to the colonizers’ photographic captures of African 
landscapes, people and their self-representation among them. Since the dawn of modern imperial conquests, 
the camera had been enlisted as a means of appropriating the newly discovered environments, by making 
visually available distant lands and people, and by enrolling the camera as a taxonomic tool. In a word, 
colonial photography was taming the African décor. Here, in contrast, the camera registers at best 
temporary guest status in the UK images, and at worst the discomfort, the imposture, the “out-of-placeness” 
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that emanates from Suzanne’s poses and backgrounds, rather than a process of familiarization with the 
metropole.  
 For the 1958 Exposition Universelle, Suzanne was recruited by the Protestant Missions Pavilion of 
the Belgian Congo section, both as an embodiment of the missionaries’ successful civilizing work and as a 
tour guide for their promotional installation. In fact, the organization of the entire Exhibition crucially relied 
on the guidance provided to visitors by female hostesses, a profession that in Belgium had been invented for 
the occasion.517 The hôtesses d’accueil became the genuine icons of the Exposition, as attested by their 
popularity in the photographs, billboards, promotional and press material of the time. With duties ranging 
from guiding visitors to informing journalists and comforting lost children to hosting receptions, Freitas’s 
Belgian counterparts were named “the housewives of the nation,”518 and this emblematic conflation of the 
domestic with the public sphere, this equation of their domestic role with their national identity, formidably 
reflects the intertwining of the personal and colonial projects that runs throughout the pre-1960 section of 
the album of Freitas–the 1958 Fair Congolese hostess–and that culminates in the large portrait made of her 
on the exhibition’s premises. Her album weaves together various threads: the recording by her father 
Antoine and others of her private evolution toward the creation of her own, personal family; the colonial 
edification of the “Belgian-Congolese family” ideology of the 1950s; the coming of age of Freitas as a young 
fiancée, future bride and mother, and the coming of age of the Belgian colony and the “New Congolese” 
female.  
 Freitas’s “Victorian” conservatism in the assemblage of her 40th wedding anniversary album—editing 
out her education and intellectual and professional life while valorizing those of her husband—prolongs 
Antoine Freitas’s “European bourgeois” representation of her. Erika Nimis has contrasted the earlier 
“africanization” of British colonies’ indigenous studios with the persistent Western influences in those of the 
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French colonies,519 but the Antoine Photo studio of the 1950s Belgian Congo bore even longer the heavy 
imprint of an antiquated European tradition. Freitas’s embrace of conventions of nineteenth and even 
eighteenth century European portraiture in the pose, backdrop and even attire of Suzanne in one of the 
pictures makes difficult to believe that the “courtship” portraits are only four or five years later, as their 
more modern look seems to propel the couple into another epoch altogether.  
 As Bogumil Jewsiewicki explains, La Voix du Congolais expressed the colonial culture of the 
urbanized African male and his vision of African women as being  
 either the villainess—the ‘free’ woman (prostitute) who corrupts the race and is  
 responsible for the fall in the birth rate—or the faithful, reproductive shadow of her 
 husband, who is himself in turn depicted as the loyal servant of the civilizing European. 
 The ideal woman is effectively the shadow of a shadow.520 
 
Similarly, during our interview, Suzanne twice referred to herself as “being among the first Congolese 
women to get out of the shadow” to illustrate the educational and professional breakthroughs of her youth, so 
that the entering into the light, the visual emergence of Congolese women, became a signal of their nascent 
emancipation. In his studio, Antoine Freitas participated in that rise by repeatedly offering Suzanne a 
prominent place in front of his camera, while formally dampening a female intellectual empowerment from 
being prematurely exposed and jeopardizing her marital prospects.  
 The photographic representation of Freitas stepping into the public arena is governed by the 1958 
colonial climax, and it is fractured between the portrait supervised or at least framed by the Belgian 
authorities on the exhibition site and the behind-the-scenes Tervuren snapshots. The dissonnance between 
both images—the first deploying Suzanne as a new breed of “evolved” Congolese being admitted into 
                                                
519 Erika Nimis, Photographes de l’Afrique de l’Ouest. L’Expérience Yoruba (Paris : Editions Karthala, 2005), 171. 
520 Bogumil Jewsiewicki, “The Political Culture of Ethnicity in the Belgian Congo,” in The Creation of 
Tribalism in South Africa, ed. Leroy Vail. (London and Berkeley: Currey University of California Press, 
1989), 340. Also, Suzanne wrote that the peril of falling into prostitution for her and her sisters was acutely 
experienced by Antoine, when one day she saw him “chasser un monsieur blanc (vous vous rendez 
compte!), le chasser comme un mal-propre… Le pauvre, mal renseigné, avait cru trouver en lui un père 
complaisant pouvant marchander une de ses précieuses filles!” Mon Père, 6. 
 
 177 
Western civilization, the second showing the impossibility of carving out a space for herself in the unstaged 
metropolitan environment—reveals the schizophrenic nature of the late colonial project, positioned 
between a racially congenial discourse and a segregated reality. The dysfunctioning of the Belgian-Congolese 
imagined community is negogiated by Freitas’s investment into her future private household, through her 
visual affiliation with the traditional domestic role allotted to Congolese women—Kuba embroidery’s 
decorative patterns. In the album, the next flip of the page marks a geographical return to the Congo, and a 
double page dedicated to portraits of the young Daniel confirms the retreat into marital and domestic life, 
signaling the inadequacy of Suzanne’s incursion into the public colonial sphere. 
 If from the onset, as Deborah Chambers has argued, the practices of photographic albums show that 
“familial identity was formed through family connections to the outside world of politics, power and 
pedigree,”521 and following the formation of a national identity, the blooming of pre-1960 national identity 
for Congolese families and subjects like Suzanne was frustrated not only by the obvious and fundamental 
colonial exploitation, oppression, and humiliation that imperialism implied, but also by the prohibition of 
participation in the public sphere. The creation of a “Belgian Congolese citizen” was an oxymoron, a pursuit 
doomed to fail. In the Belgian Congo of the 1950s, a young woman like Freitas was twice removed from 
being a full-fledged citizen: first by being non-sovereign but colonized, and second by being a woman 
relegated to the domestic realm. She was not the “housewife of the nation,” but the “housewife of the 
colony,” in effect, the shadow of a shadow. But importantly, as we have seen, the photographic 
representation of Suzanne was more reactionary than her actual lived experience, and in this case 
photography was a medium of conservatism.  
 However, Congolese photography could also entail the planting of seeds for a contestatory, even a 
potentially revolutionary, thinking. The oldest photograph that Freitas kept was a photomontage made by 
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her father around 1945, when she was seven or eight years old (fig. 4.16). In spite of its poor condition, the 
picture was remarkable for being Antoine Freitas’s first technical prowess of the genre and also for his 
choice of the manipulated pictorial elements. The original image had been torn from the pages of one of the 
specialized magazines for photographers that he was avidly reading. Suzanne Freitas reported that it showed 
a little blond white girl, wearing shiny boots, who was watched over by an imposing but ethereal angel. The 
final montaged product had replaced her with little Suzanne, who some decades later remembered her 
rapture in those terms, 
  Imaginez: moi, petite négresse aux pieds-nus, j’étais représentée debout, tenant carafe  
  et fleurs, aux devants d’un bel ange aux ailes déployées, de race blanche    
  naturellement. L’ange était courbé vers moi, une main sur mon épaule, et semblait me  
  guider… me montrer un chemin! C’était fantastique! (…) Sur la photo originale qu’il  
  nous exhiba, l’ange dirigeait une petite fille blanche, bien entendu. Blonde et chaussée  
  de belles bottines! Oui, tout à sa fièvre expérimentale, mon père n’a pas songé à mes  
  petits pieds nus. D’ailleurs à cette époque (1946), les petites négresses congolaises ne  
  portaient chaussures que pour les grandes occasions, et encore!522 
 
The collaboration of father and daughter to create this image, and the comments that Suzanne made about it 
as an adult, are unmistakably rich with meaning. Among the abundant illustrated magazines and imported 
photography revues that Freitas was consuming, his decision to pick that one image for his precise montage 
can hardly be innocent. Even more, as a deeply religious man,523 it is doubtful that Antoine would have 
thoughtlessly used the representation of an angel, a sacred figure of Christianity that he had embraced since 
his childhood.  
 Arjun Appadurai has argued that in the studio, the subaltern’s adoption of poses corresponding to 
the same rules of decorum and camera consciousness as the dominant male subject created “new democratic 
visual spheres” in which the colonized subject rehearsed roles and attitudes that were potentially subversive, 
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in that they transgressed the fixed positions that the colonial system forced upon them.524 Here however, the 
substitution for the little European girl by her African counterpart does not simply “borrow” the first one’s 
position, it rather removes it from the picture and presents another in which the African occupies the center of 
the stage, and in this way “demystifies” the status quo—which is precisely the power that John Berger 
perceives in the photomontage technique.525  
 It is undeniable that Suzanne’s response to the picture is loaded with racial overtones, insisting on 
the pairing of whiteness with privilege, not the least in relation to the wearing of shoes. Being barefoot or 
shod had long been a resonating symbol in the Congo. Historically in Europe, being a va-nu-pieds was an 
indicator of economic means and consequently of social class, but in the Belgian Congo it was also a racial 
attribute. The bare feet of the Force Publique soldiers or the discussion about the wearing of shoes for 
African soccer players in the Fédération de Football de Léopoldville 526 were logically sensed by Congolese 
as markers of segregation, as no European would have ever walked around without shoes. The insistence of 
Suzanne Freitas on her petits pieds nus and on the failure of her father to correct that lack are indicative of the 
presence of a racial subtext in the picture and of the potential transformative power that she and possibly 
Freitas saw in the photomontage. 
 Therefore, the maintenance of the protective angel—“evidently of white race” to “guide and show 
the path”—may represent the need for the continuous presence of religion in what could be the transition 
toward independence. However, the “unchristian” insistence on the race of the angel rather tends to cast it 
as a symbol of the European colonizer, the white “uncle” whose benevolent guidance will/would be counted 
on. This final segment of the image’s interpretation strikingly mirrors the view that, according to her 
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daughter, Freitas had of the Belgian colonization. After vehemently insisting on the fact that her father could 
not accept—“as nobody could”—colonialism, she pursued, 
  Il était parmi les rares personnes à penser que nous avions eu l’indépendance   
  trop tôt. Heureusement qu’il n’a pas vécu pour voir tout ce qu’il prédisait. Il   
  disait que les gens n’étaient pas encore assez mûrs. Il aurait fallu que nous    
  puissions marcher encore ensemble avec les Belges, mais déjà avec l’esprit    
  d’émanciper, de libérer. Et former plus les gens. Mais pas cette brutalité qu’il   
  y a eu.527 (italics mine) 
 
The visual parable that the photograph entailed in 1945—precisely the year that saw the rise of 
democratizing claims after the tremendous Congolese contribution to the war effort—cast the upcoming 
generation, including the little Suzanne, as witnesses of an independence whose desire was then only 
whispered about and veiled in an “innocent” family picture playfully created by a father and his young 
daughter, and destined to be contemplated only by them and their kin. The dreadful condition of the 
picture—dented, worn, with a half-erased patina and bearing traces of repeated foldings—are traces of the 
manipulations, holdings, showings, passings from hand to hand, and maybe even caressing that it had known 
for the past 60 years. As much as the album was a “familial museum”528 that one publically exposed and 
visited, the haptic testimony of that photomontage disclosed the more intimate relation held to it, the close- 
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The Album of the Chenge Family in Katanga (1938–1961) 
 
 It was in his house of Lubumbashi, behind the famous Tabacongo Company, that I sat down in the 
summer of 2014 with the sculptor Kanuto Chenge—more frequently called Papa Chenge—the day before 
his 79th birthday. He opened boxes and incomplete photo albums for me, which he had taken apart a few 
years before to illustrate his family memoirs entitled De Frères Berquin aux Frères Chenge, Mémoire d’une 
famille.529 A few days later, it was one of the city’s prominent lawyers, Maître Marcel Yabili, with whom I 
leafed through remnants of his oldest photo album, following a tour that he had just completed of his self-
funded and newly opened “family museum,” the Pavillon Philippina, named after his long-dead mother. The 
walls of the place displayed pictures of his kin from bygone colonial days. Both men’s albums had been 
disassembled for their public memorial projects, and in lieu of regularly ordered photographs, subtitled with 
written captions and sometimes interrupted with decorative inserts, the pages presented mostly scattered 
small islands of images, or white squares and rectangles framed with adhesive tape, blank imprints left by 
decades of holding and protecting personal images. 
 Therefore, it was not by the turning of pages and by the examination of layouts and written 
captions’ armature that the narrative mission of the album could be reconstructed, but rather through both 
my interlocutors’ stories. As explained by Martha Langford, it is the “idea of the album”530 that survived the 
dissolving of the tangible object and the passage from the private realm to the public arena of Kanuto 
Chenge’s published memoirs and Marcel Yabili’s viewable museum. In fact for Langford, in the Western 
world orality also resides at the root of the album’s experience, and in spite of the object being a modern-
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era “product of the industrial revolution,”531 she argues that it has been a means to “preserve the structures of 
oral tradition for new uses in the present.”532 In this context, Kanuto Chenge’s and Marcel Yabili’s initiatives 
to turn their private family albums into vessels of history for contemporary audiences make the two men the 
legitimate heirs of African societies’ deep-seated cultures of oral transmission. Through the disclosure of 
their families’ visual “epic,” through recounting it to younger generations, both men embrace the role of 
bard aided by photographs as “visual mnemonics.” 533 This continuity is underscored by both albums’ 
narrative, which started after the migrating journeys of two “founding” ancestors of their lineage, migrations 
identical to the most frequent myths of founding: Yabili’s father, Victor, from Kongolo to Lubumbashi in 
1940, and the sea-crossing of Kanuto Chenge’s father from Belgium to its colony in 1910. Kanuto Chenge 
even goes further back in time with a picture of his maternal African grandfather—the homonymous 
Kanuto—who returned from Zanzibar in the late nineteenth century, where he had been bought back by the 
Cardinal Lavigerie’s Pères Blancs, after his capture by Arab slave traders.534 That recitation of the album’s 
photographs with the intent of reviving the historical memories of an entire city—and maybe even of the 
entire Congo—is therefore a modern-day adaptation of a long-established local tradition while being at the 
same time the ultimate deployment of the oral discursive performance that is inherent to an album viewing. 
 His greater age gave Kanuto Chenge a first-hand knowledge of the colonial time and of the stories of 
his elders posing in the family pictures. Already twenty-five years old at the time of the 1960 independence, 
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his coming of age happened under Belgian colonialism, and his testimony and photographs will constitute the 
prime material of this chapter, covering a period extending from 1938 to 1960. A young adolescent in 
1960, Marcel Yabili has mostly obtained knowledge about his older family photographs through second-hand 
accounts, and his album’s images will serve as counterpoints to his senior’s.  
A Métisse Childhood in Albertville (Kalemie) 
 The unusual care that Kanuto Chenge had put into preserving his family pictures was very likely 
spurred by a photograph being his only souvenir of his mother. Her premature death had left him an orphan 
at only five, and in his memoirs he expressed an acute awareness of knowing her only through some images 
as he wrote, “je n’ai pas connu ma mère, ni sa voix ni son visage, si ce n’est seulement sur une photo.” All 
his life Kanuto Chenge had held onto the very few photographs with which he could reconstruct the person 
of his mother, as a sort of inversion of Roland Barthes’s quest in Camera Lucida,535 in which he attempts to 
recapture the intimate knowledge of his recently deceased mother after a life of close companionship.  
 In Kanuto Chenge’s collection, the last picture of his mother, taken a few months before her passing 
and the only one together with him, was a group portrait taken in 1939 in their hometown of Albertville—
present-day Kalemie—after a trip to the photographer (fig.5.1). In the same way that African photographers 
in Léopoldville were predominantly non-nationals, many (semi) professional practitioners who captured 
Kanuto Chenge’s youth in Katanga were foreigners. The author of this portrait was Ambroise Santos, a 
native of Angola like his Leopoldville colleagues Antoine Freitas and later, Jean Depara.536 Kanuto Chenge 
remembered that Santos worked for the railway company CFL—the powerful and imposing Compagnie du 
Chemin de fer du Congo Supérieur aux Grands Lacs africains—and as was common at the time in the profession, 
moonlighted as a photographer on Sundays. A significant number of foreigners had been hired to work in the 
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CFL, and Albertville was a very diverse city composed of a large Asian community (importantly Hindus and 
Arabs) in addition to its European and African populations.537 Situated off the Tanganika River, the city 
knew a rapid expansion after replacing Kongolo as the Tanganika district administrative center in 1921, 
because of its advantageous crossroads position between the rail,538 water, road and later air ways.539  
 A white-collar worker at the CFL, Santos was an évolué, and Kanuto Chenge remembered that he 
was very respected by both the white and black communities.540 His Portuguese patronymic and the 
lightness of his skin led Kanuto Chenge to say that he was of mixed-race, and Santos perpetuated the 
ascendancy that metis and Creole had had on the profession in Africa since the nineteenth century.541 The 
privileged status of educated immatriculés and then évolué made it easier to set up businesses, and the 
practice of photography as a profession and later as a hobby was a definite marker of middle class. For 
instance, in 1943, a Belgian ecclesiastical from Leverville (Lusanga) launched “la Bibliothèque des 
Evolués”—later renamed la “Bibliothèque de l’Etoile”—an extremely active publishing house producing 
brochures about different subjects of general knowledge that any self-respecting évolué needed to master.542 
Titles such as “L’Avion,” “Le Phonographe,” “La Politesse,” “Foyer Heureux,” were completed in 1951 by 
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Photographs from the Gold Coast" in Portraiture and Photography in Africa, eds. John Peffer and Elisabeth L. 
Cameron (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2013), 89–94. 
542 Kadima Nzuji Mukala, La Littérature zaïroise de langue française: 1945–1965  (Paris: Khartala, 1984), 279. 
In 1945, la Bibliothèque des Evolués counted 3,600 subscribers, and had already published 21 brochures 
whose print-runs varied from 5,000 to 10,000 copies and more. It continuously grew and its very wide 
circulation in the Congo and in French-speaking Africa gave it a pivotal role in the spread of written 
information and ideas. See Pierre Halen, “Narratives of Empire: (Post)colonial Congo,” in A Historical 
Companion to Postcolonial Literatures: Continental Europe and Its Empires, eds. Prem Poddar, Rajeev S. Patke, 
Lars Jensen (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 46. 
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“La Photographie”543 (fig.5.2).  Seventeen pages of technical explanations were followed by a short history of 
the medium starting with Niépce and Daguerre. The implicit elitism of practicing photography was 
expressed in the description of the invention as a conjunction of divine forces and the God-given genius of 
the human mind: 
 On se demande ce qu’il faut admirer le plus: ou bien les forces magnifiques que Dieu a mises dans la 
 nature, ou encore l’intelligence qu’il a donnée à l’homme pour découvrir toutes ces forces cachées 
 et les mettre en valeur!544 
  
Therefore the mastering of the photographic medium was being projected into an intellectually superior and 
even celestial realm. 
 Also in the post-World War II period, the enthusiasm that the Congolese showed for having their 
likenesses taken at the studio ensured the professional photographer a comfortable revenue that consolidated 
his capital base. A rare illustrated reportage by the Swedish Lennart Nilsson in Life Magazine documented the 
work of Mayola Amici, a village photographer near Stanleyville (Kisangani) in 1948 (fig.5.3). The author of 
the article wrote that “Congo society flocked” to Amici and that his prosperity made him “the most 
successful man in town.”545 Making that bourgeois consecration clear, in the mid-1950s, the Congolese 
Joseph Makula from InforCongo (see previous chapter) featured in his series about the rising indigenous 
middle class the figure of a photographer, Jean Nsuka (fig.5.4), as an example of these “independent 
storekeepers and artisans” whose “social elevation” was an “encouraging sign.”546 The photographer was 
therefore firmly a part of the spearhead of Congolese bourgeoisie, and if a few years before independence 
the financial and educational means to access and master the photographic technology was a token of social 
upward mobility, it had certainly been so fifteen years earlier in the provincial Congo. 
                                                
543 Jean Coméliau, La Photographie (Leverville: Bibliothèque de l’Etoile, 1951). 
544 Op.cit, 17. 
545 “Speaking of pictures… Congo Society flocks to jungle photographer,” Life Magazine, 27, 2 (August 8, 
1949), 12-13. 
546 Caption of picture HP.1957.2.758 Collection of Royal Museum for Central Africa, Tervuren. 
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 The image of Nsuka’s open-air studios in Léopoldville gives an idea of what the larger setting of the 
posing environment of Kanuto Chenge in front of Ambroise Santos’s camera looked like. The same plaited 
rush mat was placed on the ground where the sitters posed, offering a more noble ground than the hard-
packed surface of the cité indigène. It is hard to determine whether the studio was located behind the house 
or along the street side but the rush mat carelessly hung on disparate wooden slats shows a lack of concern 
for sheltering the sitter from passing onlookers and underlines the frequent performative component that 
these posing sessions entailed. Finally, the plain and somber backdrop that hung behind Nsuka’s sitters was 
replaced in Santos’s studio by a black-and-white starred textile547 against which posed the family.  
 The four light-skinned young Chenge boys are identically dressed in white shirts, shorts and 
suspenders that corresponded to the mission schools’ uniforms of the time (fig.5.1).548 The unity brought 
about by their clothes and physical resemblance is slightly disrupted by the contrast between the disciplined 
behavior of the elders at the back—eyes firmly planted into the lens—and the unruliness of the younger 
ones in front, incapable of focusing their attention on the camera for the time of the pose, in spite of the 
calming hand on Kanuto’s shoulder. On an armchair in the middle sits their placid mother Madeleine 
Chenge, wearing the fashionable trends of the time: a black and slightly shimmering camisole of which we see 
only the short sleeves, a string of pearls, and on her head, a mouchoir de tête kitambala.549 She carries on her 
                                                
547 The Swiss Brunnschweiler firm was the dominant exporting textile company in Congo after World War 
II. See Ruth Nielsen, "Wax-Printed Textiles Intended for West Africa and Zaïre," in The Fabrics of Culture. 
The Anthropology of Clothing and Adornment, eds. Justine M. Cordwell, Ronald A. Schwarz (The Hague; New 
York: Mouton, 1979), 87. That style of pattern was exported from around 1932 to around 1949, of the 
type used for factory "overalls." E-mail communication to the author by Dr. Philip Sykas, Research 
Associate of the Manchester School of Art which owns the Brunnschweiler archives. April 4, 2016. 
548 Elisabeth L.Cameron, “The Republic of Congo and the Democratic Republic of the Congo," in Berg 
Encyclopedia of World Dress and Fashion. Volume I: Africa. Part 7 Central Africa, eds. Joanne B. Eicher & Doran H. 
Ross (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 2010) Accessed on March 28, 2016. 
549 Alexandre Nawej Kataj, “La Mode féminine à Lubumbashi,” in Femme-Mode-Musique, eds. Violaine Sizaire, 
Bogumil Jewsiewicki, Donatien Dibwe dia Mwembu (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2002), 122, 159. The expression 
describes the headscarf and the manner of wearing it.  
 
 187 
lap her last-born, of an even fairer complexion than his brothers. Wearing a lily-white European-style 
layette and hat, the baby radiates a halo that contrasts with the deep brown skin of his mother.  
 The Chenges were a métisse family, born from the union of Léon Berquin, a Flemish defrocked 
novice turned farmer, fisher, brick- and watchmaker,550 and Madeleine Chenge. Contrary to the more 
widespread unions libres of those days,551 the interracial couple was married under common law. Even rarer 
in a Belgian Congo that officially counted 5,000 mixed children on the eve of World War II,552 was the fact 
that the white father had acknowledged his paternity553—the siblings’ last name was “Berquin” until 
Mobutu’s Authenticity Campaign554—and that the children were raised by both their parents until their 
mother’s death. In fact, Berquin’s impulse to leave for the colony had been provoked by a love thwarted by 
his family, and before embarking on the boat in 1910 he had defiantly thrown at them, “Je pars au Congo, je 
vais aller épouser une négresse, je ne reviendrai plus.”555  The mental association between the possession of 
the African land and that of the black female body had a long history in European imperialist conquests, and 
was still was very much part of the colonial imaginary of Belgium at the beginning of the twentieth 
                                                
550 Chenge Kanuto Qpombo, op.cit, 18. 
551 Since the time of the Congo Free State, the administration had largely turned a blind eye to the figure of 
the ménagère—the African domestic and sexual partner of the young and single colonial agents in a 
predominantly male white population. See Amandine Lauro, Coloniaux, ménagères et prostituées. Au Congo Belge 
(1885–1930) (Loverval : Labor, 2005). 
552 Assumami Budagwa, Noirs, Blancs, Métis. La Belgique et la ségrégation des Métis du Congo belge et du Ruanda-
Urundi (1908-1960) 2014, 9; Lissia Jeurissen. Quand le métis s’appelait mulâtre. Société, droit et pouvoir coloniaux 
face à la descendance des couples eurafricains dans l’ancien Congo Belge (Louvain-La-Neuve: Academia Bruylant, 
2003), 33. 
553 In 1938, one year before Santos’s portrait, an investigation by the general attorney of Léopoldville 
revealed that “among the 264 mixed children for whom the white biological father was known, only 36 had 
been recognized by the latter.” See Lissia Jeurissen, op. cit, 33. 
554 Starting in 1971, the president Mobutu led a “culturally decolonizing” policy meant to restitute its 
cultural authenticity to post-colonial Congo. Among many other measures, citizens of Zaïre were requested 
to abandon their Christian first names, and last name when applicable, for more “authentic” African ones. 
See Charles Dider Gondola, The History of Congo (Westport, London: Greenwood Press, 2002), 142-143. 
555 Chenge Kanuto Qpombo, op.cit, 11. 
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century.556 Robert J.C. Young has, in fact, asserted that colonialism was not only  “a machine of war and 
administration,” but also “a desiring machine.”557 Additionally, although Berquin had imprinted his 
relationship with legitimacy by marrying his Congolese partner, the marriage occurred at the cost of 
dispossession for a Congolese man, who had already prédoté (give a dowry to) Madeleine Chenge when she 
“eloped” with Berquin.558 The spurned fiancé was a cook, and his “female” domestic attribution was part of a 
process of “demasculinization of colonized men and the hypermasculinity of European males (…) 
understood as key elements in the assertion of white supremacy.”559  
 Although Kanuto Chenge’s collection of photographs contains two other family portraits inclusive of 
his father, the latter were of a completely different kind from Santos’s. Taken by missionaries, they featured 
the family posed against the brick façade of their farmhouse. One of these portraits had the form of a 
postcard and the children were numbered on it, indicating that the picture was not destined for the family 
themselves or close relations but strangers, and the digits identified them for the expected audience, Léon’s 
family overseas (fig.5.5). In it, the children’s rambunctiousness makes some of them appear blurred, and the 
lack of symmetry in the subjects’ composition, the undone hair of mother and daughters, the casual attire of 
Madeleine Chenge compared to her clothes-conscious apparel in Santos’s portrait, all are signs that strongly 
indicate that the posing session was neither prepared nor carried out carefully, and that the portrait must not 
have been her initiative, but rather an impromptu commission of her husband intended for the attention of 
                                                
556 One year before Berquin’s departure for the Congo, the Belgian Senator Edmond Picard revealed in the 
following passage the eroticization of the colonial enterprise, and the subsequent feminization of the land, 
which he describes as “des croupes pelées aux lignes imposantes (qui) plongent leurs bases abruptes dans le 
fleuve. Parfois, aux aisselles des escarpements, la toison rare des verdures; ou dans quelque crique alluvionnée 
de limons séculaires, les palmiers chevelus, dont les longues feuilles déssechées pendent autour du tronc ainsi 
qu’un pagne effiloquée sur les cuisses d’une négresse.” (italics mine) Edmond Picard, En Congolie, followed by Notre 
Congo en 1909 (Brussels: Larcier, 1909), 67. 
557 Robert J.C. Young, Colonial Desire. Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1995), 98. 
558 Chenge Kanuto Qpombo, op.cit, 18. 
559 Nancy Rose Hunt, “Colonial Fairy Tales and the Knife and Fork Doctrine in the Heart of Africa,” in 
African Encounter with Domesticity (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1992), 46. 
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his Belgian family.  Half of the children seem to seek to escape from the frame, another unidentified child is 
barely making into it with half of her face and body cropped out (on the right) as if the frontiers of the family 
were porous and the exclusion or inclusion of any child in it did not matter. The thing that seems to hold the 
family together is the artificial and superimposed oblong postcard frame, and even the overhanging bust of 
the father from his taller, dominant position cannot seem to impose order on the image. If the mission of the 
family portrait is to be an “instrument of its togetherness,”560 here the numbering, the disorderly placement 
of the family members, their askew alignment, the oblique placement of the photographer in relation to the 
back wall, and the messy front row of youngsters confer an instability and disunion to the portrait—where is 
child number three?—that is striking.  
 In the Congo of the late 1920s, the notion of a European man and African woman creating a 
legitimate and durable family was foreign to both the Belgian and Congolese populations. As historian 
Gondola makes clear, “up until the 1930s, contacts between European men and African women were 
heavily stigmatized. Simply to be on familiar terms with a black woman invited derogatory labels such as 
petit blanc (white trash).”561 The debating of the “metis question” at the 1923 Colonial International Congress 
revealed that they were considered deplorable “accidents.” In fact, the mentalities of the time accepted more 
readily the concubinages—seeing them as a necessary evil—rather than legitimized interracial unions that 
would wrongly “elevate colored women to the same rank as white women.”562 Lissia Jeurissen points that  
“malgré l’existence de véritables ménages, parfois liés pendant des années, les couples restaient précaires, 
pouvant être soudainement rompus à cause d’un retour définitif en Belgique.”563 Therefore, in the eyes of a 
white missionary and maybe even of the chief of family, the multiple unorthodoxies of the then 10-year-old 
                                                
560 Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames. Photography, Narrative, and Postmemory (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
London: Harvard University Press, 2012), 7. 
561 Ch. Didier Gondola, “Popular Music, Urban Society, and Changing Gender Relations in Kinshasa, Zaïre 
(1950-1990),” in Gendered Encounters. Challenging Cultural Boundaries and Social Hierarchies in Africa, eds. Maria 
Grosz-Ngaté and Omari H. Kokole (New York and London: Routledge, 1996), 66. 
562 Gustave Dryepondt, Les Métis au Congo-Belge (Brussels: Institut Colonial International, 1923), 120-123. 
563 Lissia Jeurissen, op.cit, 30. 
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Berquin-Chenge matrimony still made it unfit to be represented according to the European family portrait 
conventions of the time—featuring stability, order, and symmetrical composition—and the lapse in these 
usual formal choices, intentionally or not, translate an illegitimate and temporary character. The peripheral 
position of the African mother—a substitute, after all, for the lost European fiancée—and the withdrawal of 
the white father seem to denote only a measured involvement into the family group. As Victor Burgin 
asserts about photography, “the structure of representation—point-of-view and frame—is intimately 
implicated in the reproduction of ideology (the ‘frame of mind’ of our ‘point of view’).”564 
 Conversely, in the Santos’s portrait from which the father is absent, the mother is the uncontestable 
center of gravity of the image, anchored right in the middle with her children deployed around her like a 
uniformed and semi-orderly little guard. On that day, she was accompanied by her sister Cécile, with whom 
she also sat for a picture, and that trip to the photographer was clearly a Congolese, and more precisely a 
Congolese women’s affair. A double portrait of the sisters (fig.5.6) show them dressed in closely resembling 
pagne and camisole, one in white and the other in black, both wearing the then-popular real madras 
handkerchief on their heads,565 pearl necklaces, and appearing barefoot. The sisters had harmonized their 
outfits from head to naked toe, and the only thing that disrupted the mirroring effect between them was the 
baby on Madeleine Chenge’s lap, emphasizing the childlessness of the aunt. 
 Accompanied by her sister but arriving independently from her white husband—Europeans did not 
usually patronize African photographers in Congo then566—the mother’s intent behind bringing all her 
home-living sons to the cité indigène’s photographer and posing them in front of the studio’s patterned 
cloth, was to leave a trace of their filial connection to herself and of her connection to her sister, a testament 
                                                
564 Victor Burgin, “Looking at Photographs,” in Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art: A Sourcebook of 
Artists’ Writings, eds. Kristine Stiles and Peter Howard Selz  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 
1,007. 
565 H. Laurens van Der Laan, “A Swiss Family Firm in West Africa: A. Brunnschweiler & Co., 1929-1959,” 
in African Economic History, no. 12. African Studies Program, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 287. 
566 Interview of Kanuto Chenge by Sandrine Colard, August, 2, 2014, Lubumbashi, DRC; Interview of 
Marcel Yabili by Sandrine Colard, August, 3, 2014, Lubumbashi, DRC.  
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to her Africanity. This reading becomes all the more commanding when one unearths the tragic dislocations 
that in large measure struck the Congolese mothers’ relationships with their mixed-raced children under 
Belgian colonialism. At that time, miscegenated children, when they were not abandoned at birth or upon 
their father’s return to the metropole, were being wrenched away from their mother by the 
administration—or more rarely by their father—and lived under the perpetual threat of separation, so as to 
“échapper au destin nègre.” Already at the time of the Congo Free State, a circular was imposed to consider 
mixed-race offspring as abandoned children, and issued orders to gather them in colonies scolaires.567 After 
just one week of her husband’s absence a few years earlier—the reason for which may have been his decision 
to return to Belgium before, according to Kanuto Chenge, changing his mind—Madeleine Chenge had 
nearly lost all her children when a colonial administrator had showed up at the family farm. His mission was 
to “take a census” of the children and send them to the Lubunda boarding school for so-called mulâtres.568 
Therefore, the creation of that image of her family allowed her to “sustain a sense of security”569 in the face 
of the fragile preservation of their bond in the exterior colonial world.  
 It was also no accident that, for this photography session with her family, she chose a photographer 
who was himself a métis, socially and professionally successful, coming from a society where they were a 
much more accepted or at least frequent phenomenon.570 He was therefore likely to have an empathic eye, 
rather than the prejudiced gaze that a black African or European picture-maker would have in those days 
possessed. Above all, due to his position Santos was sensitive to what was at stake for the Chenges, to this 
performance as a family. Therefore, rather than artificially creating cohesion after the fact with postcard 
                                                
567 Assumami Budagwa, op.cit, 34. 
568 Chenge Kanuto Qpombo, op.cit, p.2 1. The word mulâtre was a pejorative term originally referring to 
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569 Julia Hirsch, Family Photographs. Content, Meaning, and Effect (New York and Oxford: Oxford University 
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proportion 15 fois moindre qu’en Angola.” Jean-Luc Vellut, La Mémoire du Congo: le temps colonial. Sélection 
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graphics, Santos narrows the focus of the camera and stands near to his subjects as if to draw them closer 
together, at the cost of making their bodies only half visible. The two other portraits made of the family that 
day frame the sitters from head to toe, as was and often still is considered the proper photographic 
presentation of persons in West and Central Africa.571 But in this one picture in particular, Santos sacrificed 
the fullness of their individual bodies to privilege the adjacency of the sitters, and the seldom-evenly-
stretched backdrop holds them together as on a genuine canvas. 
 Finally, knowing that she was then pregnant with twins whose difficult delivery would cause her 
death a few months later, it is hard not to think that Kanuto Chenge’s mother, given the time’s maternal 
mortality rate, anticipated her possible imminent demise and wanted to leave behind a “certificate of her 
presence”572 among her children. Therefore, the cohesion that her commissioned portrait imprinted on the 
family was a talisman against separation. If that farewell nevertheless came soon after, it did not manage to 
sever her children’s bond to her, largely because of this photograph. The day Kanuto Chenge recounted to 
me his life story, commenting on his family’s pictures and this one in particular, he was a day shy of his 79th 
birthday. Three quarters of a century later, the little boy of five in Santos’s portrait was now an old man, 
but he had preserved the memory of his mother, not from having spent a lifetime with her, but rather from 
the stories that had been narrated out of this and other images.  
 After his mother’s death, Kanuto Chenge and his younger brother Barnabé were raised by their aunt 
and her husband in Albertville and spent the summers with their father at the farm. As if to immortalize the 
newly formed family, another portrait by Santos had the four of them posed in front of the same backdrop, 
unevenly hung on a visible raffia palisade (fig.5.7). Husband and wife were sitting separately on chairs, while 
the children were standing between them, the smaller Barnabé in front of the elder Kanuto bridging the 
space between this childless couple, all four creating a tightly knit unit. The uncle’s style of suit, his holding 
                                                
571 See Portraiture and Photography in Africa, eds. John Peffer and Elisabeth L. Cameron (Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2013). 
572 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981), 87. 
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of a carved cane, and the visible chain linking to what one imagines to be a pocket watch reflected the 
Europeanized elegance that was popular in the urban Congo up to World War I, as visible in a postcard 
from the early twentieth century (fig.5.8),573 but was likely seen as outmoded by the time of the picture’s 
making in 1942. His traditional-looking raffia palm and cowrie shells hat pointed to his powerful 
ascendance—Uncle Jean was a native of the Equateur Province and the son of the Lulonga village’s 
chief574—and contrasted with the two imported and more modern fedoras of the boys placed at their bare 
feet. The aunt’s headscarf and her black, slightly shimmering pagne marked her adoption of the time’s 
fashion trend, while at the same time, her bare feet pointed to her preservation of old ways. Looking 
closely, one notices that she poignantly wears either the same or nearly identical attire to the one her now 
deceased sister had donned on their visit three years earlier. Here, then, similarly to the traditions of West 
and Central Africa in which groups of women pose wearing apparel “cut from the same cloth” as a sign of 
solidarity, friendship and family bonds,575 Kanuto Chenge’s aunt marks her connection with her sister 
beyond death, and expresses her new role as the children’s mother. With that fabric, sitting by her sister’s 
orphaned boys, Cécile showed her perpetuation of the deceased Madeleine’s memory.  
 Therefore if the sartorial and accessory choices of the adults in that last picture expressed a certain 
backward-facing attitude and a half-command of the contemporary fashion codes, the boys were projected 
into their forthcoming adulthood via the fedoras posed in the foreground.576 This type of hat was an integral 
part of the ideal of an elegant, urban Congolese man, and fedora-adorned cyclists were ubiquitous after-
work views on the streets of the colony’s cities. Still more than a decade later, magazines such as Nsango Na 
Bisu featured ads asserting that the évolué was as inseparable from his bicycle as he was from his modern 
                                                
573 Elisabeth L.Cameron. op. cit. 
574 Chenge Kanuto Qpombo, op.cit, 53. 
575 Kerstin Pinther, “Textiles and Photography and West Africa,” in Critical Interventions, Vol.1, 1, 2007, 
117. 
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headgear (fig.5.9). In the colonial Congo, magazines’ illustrations were important elements of what 
Deborah Poole has called the “image world,” that is, the flow of individuals, institutions, goods, image-
objects, cultural and discursive systems that circulate and inform the production of realms of images. 577 
Magazines illustrations’ and photographs’ “relationships of referral and exchange”578 are evident in their 
sharing of the Congolese living rooms as exhibition spaces. Already in 1931, the author of an article in 
L’Illustration Congolaise was amused by the delivery of issues being intercepted by African mailmen who kept 
the periodical’s engravings in their “huts.”579 Twenty years later, the walls of a UMHK worker’s model 
interior was depicted as being filled with framed family portraits, among which were displayed réclame’s 
pictures, and interestingly, a man’s hat farther right580 (fig.5.10 and 5.11).  Therefore, in the words of photo 
historian Tina Campt this last portrait by Santos for the family was an expression of both “articulation and 
aspirations”:581 articulation of the elders’ perpetuation of their old ways and sister’s memory, and aspiration 
for their nephews to embrace the new forms of modern respectability of the city dweller. It is in the alluring 
and industrious town of Elisabethville, in southern Katanga, that the Chenge siblings migrated to pursue the 
image of a future rehearsed and literally “laid at their feet” in Santos’s studio. 
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From the Studio to the Outdoors: Becoming the Black or Metis Bourgeois Family in 
Elisabethville  
 It was to pursue his studies at the Ecole Professionelle Saint Boniface—present-day Institut 
Kitumani—that Chenge moved to Lubumbashi in 1950. Katanga’s wealth in natural resources had made the 
province the economic backbone of the colony, and since its 1910 foundation, its capital Elisabethville was a 
beacon for the region’s economy, most notably with the famous mining company Union Minière du Haut 
Katanga. The city had suffered from the Great Depression beginning in 1929, and in Katanga that same year 
the African workforce had been reduced by 70 percent.582 The late 1930s saw a redress in the economy, and 
only those employed by the administration or the companies were allowed in the city. Kanuto Chenge 
moved in with his elder sister Suzanne and her husband Michel, a metis custom officer. A studio portrait 
made in 1938 immortalized the pair soon after their wedding (fig.5.12). The photographer, about whom 
little information remains except that he was from Malawi (then called Nyassaland),583 was named Prosper 
Kadango and his studio was greatly prized for family portraits by the Elisabethville public.584 Both husband 
and wife adopted the typical and dashing European elegance of the 1930s: a white dress, medium-heeled 
marie-jeanne shoes and béret for her, and a suit, bow tie, and patent leather shoes for him. The standing 
husband, slightly in profile, adopted a far-reaching gaze, while Suzanne sat, her eyes planted on the camera, 
her legs well apart and her hands placed on her lap, in a pose identical to what Stephen Sprague was the first 
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to describe as that of “the traditional formal portrait” in Yoruba societies of Nigeria,585 and that was 
observable throughout West and Central Africa from the 1900s well into the 1970s.586  
 As Phyllis M. Martin reminds us, the climate and work conditions made pre-colonial societies of 
Central Africa little concerned with the utilitarian aspects of clothes, but rather with their capacity to 
convey “identity, status, values and the significance of the occasion,” “ a display of power,” in short, “a visible 
reminder of a person’s place in society.”587 In the first half of the twentieth century, the booming mining 
town of Elisabethville was a vibrant city of fashion,588 and that effervescence around garments can only have 
reinforced and actualized what the African textile specialist John Picton has called the “politics of 
costume.”589 Ladies were at the center of this ebullience, as shown by the existence of women’s clubs that 
revolved exclusively around fashion, such as Diamant.590 However, Elizabeth Cameron adds that urban 
Congolese women were slower than men to take up Western styles and remained loyal to wrappers 
longer,591 in contrast with Suzanne’s early and full appropriation of European garb that could be found only 
much later on black Congolese females. In colonial Africa, it was common for mixed-race persons and 
women in particular, to dress in a more Westernized fashion than their black-skinned counterparts in order 
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to mark the difference in their status—real or imaginary—and their greater closeness to whiteness.592 Most 
famously, in the first half of the nineteenth century, the powerful Signares of Senegal—the mixed-race or 
black women married to Europeans—and the freed slaves returning from America distinguished their 
cultural straddling by emphasizing European-style elements of dress.593 The distinction that existed between 
indigenous évolués and the metises was then marked by fashion—especially feminine—choices, and Marcel 
Yabili’s photo album presented another family portrait by Kadango also commissioned around 1940, that 
illustrated these discrepancies (fig.5.13). 
 In it, the grouped females on the left and men on the right are separated by their gender but also by 
sartorial cultural influences. A chief of family stands erect on the right, in a spruce white uniform, somber 
tie, and a kepi in his hand, indicating his successful professional integration into the colonial society and 
economy. Two little boys stand to his left, dressed in beret à ponpon, costume shorts and strappy sandals, in 
the fashion of model pupils in Belgium or France at that time, showing their proper following of a Western 
path of education. Next on the left, three women—one adult and two younger girls—wear wax-print 
wrappers and camisoles, a headscarf worn in the masikio ya kalulu (“rabbit ear”) style,594 and shoes and strings 
of pearls for the mother and the elder girl while the youngest appears barefoot. Garb then served to exhibit 
males’ greater proximity to European ways and colonial power structure, since “clothing was obtained 
through colonial connections,” and their financial affluence allowed them to buy their own and their wives’ 
“cloth and taking it to a tailor,”595 especially significant at a time when the city of Elisabethville was 
recovering from the Great Depression. Also, the men’s wearing of uniforms—in the word’s etymological 
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Latin sense of unus and forma, of “having only one form or shape”—pointed to their apparently seamless 
blending into the colonial order of things.  
 By contrast, black Congolese women’s non-adoption of European fashion vogues symbolically 
removed them from men’s higher positions in the colonial hierarchy, and their later embrace of imported 
styles would parallel the administration’s delayed preoccupation with the “promotion sociale de la femme.” 
Interestingly, if the conservatism of the Congolese women’s garment is opposed to Suzanne Chenge’s 
sartorially complete acculturation, their sitting poses are identical. Therefore the décalage between Suzanne’s 
strong sartorial assimilation and a style of posing idiosyncratically African pointed to the intermediary 
position that metis occupied within the Congolese society of the time. 
 Nevertheless, both black and metis Congolese in Elisabethville posed in front of the same camera 
holder in the “black-only” cité indigène and valorized themselves on the same photographic stage, similar to 
the common sphere of non-white subalterns that they shared outside of the studio. The popularity of 
Prosper Kadango’s place was unmistakably due to the choice of backdrop that he offered to his customers, 
and all his pictures present an identical décor (fig.5.13). A brick façade that appears to be real and not 
painted is pierced by two imposing white latticed windows, between which a fern is sometimes posed on a 
high stool. Much less chimerical than the interiors with their heavy draped curtains, or the small bridge over 
a river of the European countryside that Antoine Freitas’s studio offered, it is in front of a brick-built house 
in the style of European pavilions that Elisabethville’s inhabitants chose to imagine themselves in the late 
1930s and early 1940s. At the time, a solid material’s habitation was not yet the common lot of urban 
Congolese workers, even for the most well-off among them, as described by historian Didier Gondola:  
  In the early years, few towns had the amenities characteristic of urban centers. They  
  consisted simply of a number of lots and granted by municipality to newcomers to build  
  their houses. Migrants often used traditional modes of construction. Mud-walled and  
  thatched-roofed houses were a common sight in most colonial cities before 1940s.596 
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In fact, the living conditions of African white- and blue-collar workers would arouse the indignation of King 
Albert I, nephew and successor of Leopold II, on his visits in 1928 and 1933.597 At the time of Kadango’s 
portraits, the photographic studio was very likely fulfilling the role of “chamber of fictions,” or “temporary 
immunity from reality”598 that it had all over the world since the nineteenth century.  
 Marcel Yabili remembers Albert’s visit as the decisive moment of the colonial administration’s 
awareness that would only slowly bring improvements in housing for Congolese.599 Macel Yabili’s family 
house that he turned into the museum Pavillon Philippina in 2014 was the result of the construction policy of 
maisons modèles (“model houses”), which were built by the colonial authorities and sold on credit to 
Africans.600 Erected in 1949 in the commune of Kamalondo, the house was described by Marcel Yabili as 
“une révolution sociale et culturelle,” and he boasted that “back in the days, our family and our house was 
visited, considered as models of dignity, progress, and confidence into the future.”601 One year after buying 
the house, in 1950 Yabili’s father acquired a Kodak and a portrait was made representing the whole family 
on the porch, in front of a façade pierced with two windows, identical to those of Kadango’s studio 
(fig.5.14). Also in Kamalondo, Suzanne Chenge’s house similarly became the backdrop of family portraits 
taken by Barnabé (fig.5.15), who had begun photographing in the 1950s. Therefore, there existed a very 
direct and concrete relationship between what was dreamt of inside the studio and the aspirations of the 
sitter in the real world. Kadango’s studio was not painted but a built facade, and this indexical quality made 
it the antechamber not of an illusory, but of an expected or anticipated social ascension. Discussing the 
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power of photographic backdrops in colonial contexts, anthropologist Arjun Appadurai asserts that  “the 
very presence of subalterns in a posed environment, where they are subject to the same rules of decorum 
and camera-consciousness as a dominant male subject, places them in a potentially democratic visual public 
sphere.”602 If black and metis Congolese followed parallel routes toward domestic democratization, the 
sealing of matrimonial alliances and their representations would separate the two communities.  
The Wedding Portrait as the Mirror of Racial Segregation  
 Contrary to the situation in, for example, French West Africa,603 the in-between-ness of the mixed-
race population in the Belgian Congo never conferred upon them a privileged or powerful political role of 
liaison between the black-skinned Congolese and the colonial administration. The “metis question” emerged 
as a taboo and remained for the entire colonial period an unresolved debate in which indecisive protagonists 
oscillated between the promotion of their “africanization”—maintenance in the indigenous maternal milieu; 
their Europeanization—seclusion from their indigenous mother’s “influence” and an immersion in the 
European education system in the colony or in the metropole; and, the creation of a particular social and 
judicial status, without any of these being implemented strictly nor systematically.604 The authorities would 
be more attuned to the claims of the black elite,605 whose “pure African blood” made them less threatening 
to the colonial order and raised a less problematic crisis of conscience.   
 Nevertheless, the colonials’ reluctance to see their white children share the school desks of mixed-
blood progenies,606 and at the same time the impropriety of half-white children being “degraded” by an 
indigenous upbringing, added to the African évolués’ hostility over the slight privileges that the “white blood 
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drop” nevertheless bestowed upon them—better education607 and food, adult circles reserved for metis 
only—all resulted in the metises occupying a racial and social no man’s land. Although the pseudo-scientific 
literature of the time spanned the whole racist gamut from accusing the metis of physical debilitation to 
intellectual and moral degeneration and defects, the crux of the metis problem was the breach that they 
opened in the prestige of the white colonial, as walking reminders of their moral faults and the artificiality 
and transgression of the color bar that was not officially recognized but strictly implemented in the Belgian 
Congo. Also, the fear that the métises’ bitterness or innate moral deprivation could provoke a revolt often 
made them the subject of contempt, pseudo-charitable pity for the “tragic mulatto,” and hostility from the 
locals. As Stoler summarizes, “concubine children posed a classificatory problem, impinging on political 
security and white prestige.”608 
 The authorities’ ambivalence and the indigenous locals’ suspicious rejection of the metis barred the 
latter from full-fledged membership in either the white or black communities, and encouraged the creation 
of associations such as the Association des Mulâtres de Léopoldville in 1932. In the course of our interviews, 
Kanuto Chenge strongly claimed his Congolese belonging, and asserted how he and his siblings had always 
felt more connected to their mother’s side of the family rather than their father’s. He had started to consider 
changing his name from Berquin to Chenge even before Mobutu’s authenticity campaign, and had not 
hesitated “one second” when Zaïre’s president implemented it. Finally, Kanuto Chenge had been profoundly 
revolted by an attempt of unscrupulous gallerists at recuperating his deceased brother Barnabé as a Belgian 
painter after his death. Nevertheless, looking back on his life, he shyly admitted that the métisses like him 
“were segregated from both sides,” and past the first-generation progenitors, rarely were black persons 
included into the numerous family portraits, while whites disappeared entirely. What Ann Laura Stoler 
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describes as the colonial métissage’s “relationship between inclusionary impulses and exclusionary 
practices”609 pervaded the family portraits’ productions, and as Deborah Chambers emphasizes, “The family 
photograph album's messages were as much about absences, fragmentation and exclusion as they were about 
presences, unity and belonging.”610 The apex of these dynamics culminated more pointedly at the moment of 
matrimonial alliances. As the most solemn rite of Bourdieu’s “high point of life” that constitutes family 
photography, the wedding portrait crystallized the opposite forces that presided in colonial society. As that 
nucleus from which the larger community springs and is imagined, the representation of marriages was 
subtly infused with overtones of colonial segregation. 
 Kanuto Chenge married just one year after independence, but three portraits captured his elder 
siblings on their pre-1960 wedding days (fig.5.16-5.17-5.18). Suzanne, Marcel and Nestor married 
respectively in 1938, 1949 and 1952, all three with mixed-race partners as was the norm at the time.  
The task of missionaries and educators responsible for metis in boarding schools or orphanages culminated in 
the arrangement of their students’ matrimonial matches. The case of mixed-race girls was of particular 
concern, since the greater “delicacy” that their half-whiteness and allegedly more sophisticated upbringing 
supposedly developed in them, put them in great danger of seeking impossible unions with white men, in 
consequence leading to a life of prostitution to satisfy their more luxurious tastes.611 That assumption, added 
to the entrenched notion of white supremacists that marrying a black person was a social612 –and 
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aesthetic613—downgrade, resulted in a practically absolute endogamy of metises. Recounting the 
organization of these intra-racial unions, the metis Joseph Gaspard Kabunda recalled how, at the Lubunda 
school in northeast Katanga, the most well-off among them showed up at the school to look for a fiancée. 
The métisse girls were then lined up for the métis young man to pick the one he preferred, and after the 
verification of his credentials, the mission married them.614 
 The wedding of Suzanne Chenge was very likely the result of such a process, and Kanuto Chenge 
said that the photograph picturing the couple at the exit of the modest chapel—or, as the family would joke 
for years, at the exit of the “cathedral”—was taken by a missionary. But in all the Chenges’ wedding 
portraits, it was systematically as spectators, inadvertent presences, or as props that the black Congolese 
were represented. 
 The amateur shot of Suzanne Chenge’s wedding is unskillful, but its flaws interestingly reveal what 
the missionary photographer purposefully sacrificed and privileged at the moment of pressing the button 
(fig.5.16). The picture is taken from such a distance that it cannot qualify as a wedding portrait. The viewer 
cannot distinguish the young couple’s faces, and can just discern their European-style ceremonial garments. 
She wears a white dress, veil, shoes and stockings, and carries what seems to be a bouquet in one hand while 
the other holds the arm of her new husband, the inevitable hat in his hands. The photographer moved back 
to encompass as much of the thatched roof as possible, and it occupies much of the upper part of the image. 
The roof’s imposing presence makes it a subject in itself, and conveys husband and wife’s obedience to the 
Christian auspices under which their union was celebrated. But the couple is strangely off-centered, and the 
roof of the chapel is cut at three-quarters in order to give a glimpse of the row of onlookers on the right. 
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Additionally, the skewed inclination of the camera makes the eyes glide along the roof to land once more on 
this line of spectators.  
 Nevertheless, the black onlookers are on the fringe of the image. In fact, they almost fall out of the 
frame—their backs turned on the photographer—and the inclusion of a large portion of foreground creates 
an empty corridor between them and the newlyweds. The row of small white posts seems to be there as 
much to keep them at a distance from the day’s main protagonists as to decorate the chapel’s exterior. The 
lack of interaction between them and their impersonal attitude as spectators—arms crossed—gives the 
impression that the audience is not composed of friends or relatives of the couple, but rather of a crowd of 
strangers or extras. Again, the black women’s traditional pagnes mark a contrast with the metis bride’s white 
wedding gown, and the newlyweds and onlookers create two lines that do not intersect. Regarding 
American family photography, photo historian Patricia Holland says that “we find a series of judgments 
about who does and does not ‘belong’ to the group. In families where a lighter skin is valued, members with 
a darker skin may be pushed to the margins.”615 In Kanuto Chenge’s collection, filled with remnants from a 
colonial era in which blackness was devalued, black-skinned Congolese are almost constantly “pushed to the 
margins” of the family’s pictures, and systematically and ostentatiously excised from the central nexus of the 
wedding portraits. 
 After his studies at the petit séminaire, in 1949 Marcel Berquin-Chenge married a Charlier girl, a 
daughter from another metis family from Bukama, Katanga (fig.5.17). Assumi writes that the mixed-race 
Congolese endogamy became so engrained that one can speak of genuine “clans” of metis,616 and the portrait 
of Marcel’s allying families on the land of his father-in-law conveys this sense of self-containment and 
apartness. According to Kanuto Chenge, the photographer was Emile Charlier, brother of the bride, who 
even had his own home laboratory for developing pictures. This information shows that a circuit of amateur 
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photographers was emerging in the late 1940s and foregrounds the crucial newly-acquired possibility for 
middle class families to independently represent themselves. Marcel, accompanied by his (future) wife on 
his right, has pride of place in the middle, standing tall and elegant among all the métisse women wearing 
post-war European-style dresses, and a swarm of well-groomed and well-shod children. The sheer number 
of kin, and of children in particular, underlines the expansion of the metis as a group to be reckoned with, 
but also refutes the colonial discourse that professed the undesirability of their reproduction and the alleged 
sterility of metises women as a proof of miscegenation’s ill fate.617 As the only adult man in the picture, 
occupying the summit of a pyramid composed of blood-tight women and children, Marcel’s fertility as a 
mixed-race man is also valorized, his seminal role of male reinforced by the place given to him by his 
brother-in-law in the staged scene. 
 In many aspects, the photograph mirrors the practice of European bourgeois family portraiture. The 
symmetry of the composition represents a harmonious and tightly knit unit, giving primacy to the male in 
gender roles. The family land on which the group poses, overflowing with lush vegetation, marks the 
anchorage of their bond in property, what according to Julia Hirsch has been part of the politics of familial 
representation since the Renaissance.618 Between the 1930s and the 1950s, automobiles—like buggies and 
horses before them —were recurrent in outdoor photographic backgrounds as here, and the display of 
expensive consumer items comes from the same showing off of possessions and accompanying social 
status.619 Although smaller nuclear family portraits exist in the album, in this precise case the family is 
represented in a broader group in order to establish the social weight of metises. If in European or American 
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photography, portraiture served to create a distance between whites and non-whites, for Belgian Congo’s 
mixed-race families that purpose took less clear-cut turns.    
 In Marcel Chenge’s wedding picture, the compactness and frontality of the group—except for the 
stray child on the left, standing to attention —communicates this idea of “clan” or family front at which the 
viewer’s gaze stops, before it can notice at the back the presence of not one, but three black onlookers on 
the extreme right of the image, very likely domestics or servants. Their inadvertent appearance in the field 
of vision of the camera and nagging presence on the family’s property points not only to the clan’s reliance 
on black Congolese for economic sustenance, but also acts as an unwanted reminder of their racial 
affiliation. At the moment of this “rite” at the root of social community construction, of its “imagining,” 
black Congolese are pushed to the rear of the scene, expelled from the homogenous, physically eugenic 
aggregation of metises at the front. In her discussion of family photography and race in nineteenth century 
America, Laura Wexler describes the editing out of black servants and slaves, integral parts of the 
household, in studio portraits. Nevertheless she notes that pictures taken in the home setting created 
difficulties with this “narrow approach to (family’s) own social construction,” and describes the existence of 
numerous photographs of white families that show black servants “on the edge of the family group, on the 
lawn, or under the trees. They are standing in the background, but they are actually visible.”620 This kind of 
pictures makes visible what is expelled from the portrait, and shows the process of separation, of 
disidentification at work. 
 Staged as uninvolved spectators in Suzanne’s exit from the church and as erased or clandestine 
onlookers at Marcel’s family courtship presentations, black Congolese literally become part of the backdrop 
in the wedding portrait of the brother Nestor Chenge (fig.5.18). Taken in 1952 in an open-air studio of the 
cité by an unidentified local photographer, the image shows the full-length couple at close range, in identical 
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dress as their in-laws at the same occasion. The bricolage that produces the background of the image is 
striking and blatantly illustrates the anthropologist Arjun Appadurai’s affirmation that in colonial 
photographic contexts, “backdrops can be interpreted as sites of epistemological uncertainty about exactly 
what photographs seek to represent.”621 Behind the two sitters, a plain and dark textile is unevenly held by 
two black, slightly blurred men: one standing on a chair, another on the ground. These two men’s 
placement at the rear of the scene, the fact that they are out of focus, and their utilitarian prop-like presence 
in the image reveal their exclusion and subaltern exogamy from that moment of alliance and future 
community of metises. Like two modern-day and unbalanced African atlantes, they willfully sustain the 
décor, the segregated edifice of the colonial color bar, and this in the very year that Pétillon announced the 
creation of the “Belgian-Congolese community.”  
 However, while the sobriety of the fabric seeks to anchor the sitters in an indexical reality, the 
uneven and receding display of the textile barely allows it to fulfill its unifying backdrop’s task for the sitters 
to stand out, and the intrusion of human elements takes on an imposing importance. Barely seeking to 
dissimulate them, the photographer lets them occupy the background and they become contestants to the 
subjects in the foreground, similarly carving out a space for themselves in the colonial society, their stylish 
ties, pants, and shirts competing with the groom’s elegance. In this image the humans—to whom Appadurai 
urges extending the notion of “animate” backdrop—“resists, subverts or parodies the realist claims of 
photography,”622 here being the claim of the homogeneity of the metises group detached from its black 
origins, and their existence as a distinct, separate—and superior—group from the black community. 
 In 1947, in the midst of the trilogy of Chenge marriages discussed above, the creation of a ministry 
commission in charge of studying the “metis question” and the possibility of a distinct status had crystallized 
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the build-up of tensions with the class of black évolués.623 The quarrel was disseminated by the press, and 
the editor-in-chief of La Voix du Congolais, Antoine-Roger Bolamba, took up his pen to express the 
indigenous point of view: 
  La situation assez tendue des relations entre mulâtres et noirs, nous fait un devoir d’en  
  appeler à la sagesse de nos lecteurs. Ces relations, loin de s’améliorer, semble devenir de  
  plus en plus difficiles. (…) Que les mulâtres se groupent en association d’entraide c’est  
  légitime, personne ne peut le leur reprocher. Qu’ils veuillent constituer une caste  
  dirigeante particulière, nous ne pouvons le tolérer. (…) Toutes ces questions d’ordre racial 
  doivent  disparaître des relations entre mulâtres et noirs. 624 
 
If the non-recognized metises were more moderate in their demands, those bearing their father’s names and 
who had received a European education, like the Chenges, were more radical in their views and pleaded for 
a pure and simple assimilation of mixed-race Congolese to the status of Europeans. 
  Il n’est pas exact de dire que les mulâtres et noirs sont tous frères. Ils devraient l’être, la  
  chose est certaine, mais ne le sont pas, cela est certain aussi.625 
 
In 1948, the creation of the carte du mérite civique put an end to those disputes. Both métis and indigenous 
Congolese were placed on the equal legal footing on which they had in fact always remained, and the hopes 
of the mixed-race Congolese to obtain a particular status were doomed.  
 In the huge corpus of InforCongo photographs, only one picture, by Carlo Lamote from 1957, 
explicitly addressed the existence of mixed-race children (fig.5.19).626 It showed a black mother holding her 
young métisse daughter in her arms, gazing at her lovingly, and the image was captioned “Femme Baenga et 
son enfant mulâtre.”627 As late as 1957, the mother, dressed in a mix of European and local style clothes, 
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was still anthropologically defined by her ethnic group, while her daughter was assigned neither race nor 
name, only the marker of her “bastardry.” The baby gives a hint of a smile at someone outside of the frame, 
to the side of the photographer’s place, and one cannot help but wonder whether she looks at her father 
kept outside of the image. The most irrevocable rebuttal of late Belgian colonialism’s pseudo elaboration of 
a “Belgian-Congolese Community” developed through an iconography of family (see previous chapter), is 
that if it indeed ended up being a family or a “union,” it was one that abhorred its progeny. The pressures 
under which the metis community lived, and the overt competition that it created with black Congolese, 
permeated the intimacy of their family portraits. When Kanuto Chenge married in 1961, after the ceremony 
he and his wife stood on the porch of the church for the ritual portrait (fig.5.20). Several black female 
friends, all wearing white dresses, surround the couple, all of them standing in the foreground. However, 
the gaze of each subject diverges in direction, as if they did not know where the camera was placed, 
unaccustomed to be represented together. One year after independence, metises and black Congolese were 















 In 1956, the first scientific opinion poll about the colony was carried out with 3,000 selected 
Belgians.628 An overwhelming majority of the people surveyed—around 80 percent—declared an interest in 
the Congo, and deemed the presence of the Belgians in the colony “legitimate” and “useful to the 
Congolese.”629 However, at that time less than one percent of the metropolitan population actually lived in 
the Congo, and when asked whether they would be ready to take a job there, the poll’s ratio of positive 
answers dramatically dropped to 19 percent. In official and private discourse, the frustration of the 
authorities regarding the lack of popular imperial enthusiasm and enlistment is steady throughout the 52 
years that the Belgian Congo lasted, to the point that historian Guy Vantemsche described it as a “topos of 
colonial rhetoric.”630 On the one hand, this statement of fact can be interpreted as a resounding failure of the 
propaganda machine to overcome Belgians’ initial lack of enthusiasm for the colonial idea, and as a sign of 
the government’s inability to create a genuine imperial spirit among the masses. On the other hand, the 
opinion poll also points to the most extraordinary success of propaganda since it reveals a mental appropriation 
of the colony by metropolitans that is inversely proportional to the reality of their contacts with “overseas 
Belgium.” It seems that the photographic image became such a convincing substitute for the Congo, and 
more precisely for a metropole-like Congo, that most Belgians were satisfied with it and felt no need to 
cross the ocean and break through the wall of images reconstituting the colony for them.  
 The fact that King Leopold II never visited the Congo is often cited as a telling anecdote underlining 
his purely venal interest in his African possessions. After him, strikingly, one notices a list of protagonists of 
colonial imagery who similarly never set foot in the Congo, such as Edmund Morel, with whom Leopold 
fought the “inaugural” joust of images. The director of L’Illustration Congolaise, Jules Tilmant, pursued his 
                                                
628 G. Jacquemyns, Le Congo belge devant l’opinion publique (Brussels, 1956), 63-65. 
629 See Guy Vantemsche, Belgium and the Congo, 1885-1980 (New York, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2012), 80. 
630 Vantemsche, op.cit, 60. 
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entire journalistic career in the colonial press without ever visiting Africa either. InforCongo negatives were 
sent to Brussels, where the CID photothèque was managed by an army of state employees, few among 
whom ever traveled to the colony. Though obviously, the photographers themselves were capturing their 
images in Africa, the decision to popularize or ignore certain pictures was left in the hands of people who 
never, or rarely, had the opportunity to compare such photographs with reality. It is therefore safe to 
assume that this mise-en-image of the Congo actually was the Congo for most Belgians. 
 As we have seen, after the circulation of pictures of Congolese atrocities, the Belgian photographic 
project in the Congo was on a mission to abolish the mental distance between the metropole and its colony’s 
environment and inhabitants. Contrary to expectations that colonial photography was used exclusively for 
exoticizing and primitivizing non-Western lands and people, the Belgian metropole shaped the picture of the 
Congo to an important extent in its own image, and gradually enticed its colonized population into a 
common family iconography.  
 The image that the metropolitan regime sought to project stood in harsh contrast with the reality of 
Congolese colonial society, regimented by a quasi-apartheid between Europeans and Africans, and the 
paucity of traveling exchanges between metropole and colony. The most blatant example of this segregation 
was the internal organization of a city like Léopoldville, divided between European and “indigenous” 
quarters separated by a zone neutre,631 or as we have seen, the stigmatization of interracial couples and their 
children.  
 Nevertheless, this photographic “bubble” constituted the only known colonial reality for most 
Belgians, and exerted great appeal upon the Congolese, as it projected for them the picture-perfect “Belgian-
Congolese community” that they only very imperfectly experienced in everyday reality. Unsurprisingly, this 
                                                
631 Starting the 1920s, the urban growth amplified the hygienist and security preoccupations of colonial 
authorities. It resulted in the decision to separate the “cité indigène” and “ville européenne” by a zone neutre 
or zone tampon, that is, the construction of the 7-hectare Park Fernand De Bock, the Golf-Club of 
Léopoldville, and the zoological garden, among other developments. See Bernard Toulier, Johan Lagae, 
Marc Gemoets, Kinshasa. Architecture et paysages urbains (Paris: Somogy Editions d’Art, 2010), 66, 127.   
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reevaluation of what colonial photography fundamentally sought to achieve—proximity with the colonized, 
rather than exclusion—has significant implications for the positioning of Congolese self-representation in 
relation to it. 
 An international interest in African photography emerged in the early 1990s, at a time when the 
hegemony of classical African sculpture in the museum and scholarly canon was waning so that scholars 
began to study contemporary artworks in a greater variety of media.632 The end of the dominance of 
“traditional” art was due in part to a Western fatigue over African sculptures that had become too “familiar 
and domesticated”,633 and since then, the thriving enthusiasm for the continent’s past and present 
photography was spurred on by this, making it possible to gravitate towards new objects, questions and 
topics. Nevertheless, the entrance of African photography and other new media into the art world did not 
entirely depart from the modernist tropes that have long accompanied African art in the West, not least in 
demanding from them yet another kind of “authenticity.”  
 At the dawn of the 20th century, the European avant-gardes’ pioneering appreciation of African art 
was crucially based on the—wrong—assumption that it offered a static and isolated “tradition,” unspoiled by 
Western modernity, and it is on this premise that the value of African traditional art has persistently been 
assessed.634 Mirroring the demand that “traditional” art should somehow manifest an intact, “pre-colonial 
contact” identity, African modern and contemporary photography has often been required to exhibit a sort 
of post-colonial authenticity, that is, to demonstrate an independence from or resistance to colonial imagery 
and a visual self-affirmation of “Africanity” in opposition to the so-called “colonial gaze.” Not unlike the 
dismissal of art patronized by missionaries, colonial administrators and tourists since the beginning of the 
20th century, curators, scholars and importantly collectors and gallerists, have tended to disregard images 
                                                
632 Susan Mullin Vogel. “Whither African Art? Emerging Scholarship at the End of an Age,” African Arts, 
Vol.38, n.4 (Winter 2005), 15. 
633 Vogel, ibid. 




created collaboratively between the colonial and local native realms, choosing to privilege studio portraiture, 
with its supposedly closed circuit of African practitioners and sitters. 
 However, this dissertation has shown that the photographic project of the Belgian authorities in the 
Congo was one that increasingly sought to flatter the African population that it administered, in order to 
assuage interracial tensions and safeguard its domination. The romanticization of “traditional” societies, and 
above all, the family-like closeness that InforCongo depicted between metropolitans and colonized Africans, 
and to which it exposed both communities, made colonial photography more congenial to indigenous urban 
populations than has usually been understood. Many of these images were created by fellow Congolese such 
as Joseph Makula and printed in magazines geared towards the concerns and tastes of urban and educated 
Africans. Some of these publications were issued in multiple local languages such as Nos Images. Photographs 
were also displayed in windows of the cité indigène and fairs, and even sometimes found a place in African 
homes, like Suzanne Freitas’s group portrait taken by Carlo Lamote. Therefore, Congolese photographic 
self-definition was taking place in the context of a colonial visual regime that cajoled rather than overtly 
oppressed them, and made less readily apparent and pressing the necessity to counter its productions. 
Rather than having to reject an exclusively demeaning gaze fixed upon them, this dissertation has 
demonstrated that the Freitas and Chenge family albums often represented a Congoleseness that composed 
with, rather than expressed itself directly in resistance to, colonial image-making. Suzanne Freitas and her 
father Antoine created in his studio a portrait of a young Congolese woman expressive of the gender roles of 
the colonial-approved évolués’ culture; the pictures of Kanuto Chenge’s métisse family reproduced an 
internalized racial hierarchy set by the Belgian authorities between mixed and black Congolese, or again, 
both articulated their domestic aspirations according to Belgian standards and the promises of economic 
prosperity. 
 However at the same time, another brand of images in these albums reveals awareness among 
colonized Congolese of the incoherence, inadequacy or incompleteness of their self-imaging when totally 
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bent to the norms of a colonial society: the need felt by Kanuto Chenge’s black mother to commission a 
separate, African-made portrait of herself alone with her mixed-race sons; the “transgressive” montage that 
Antoine Freitas made of his little girl Suzanne, or the latter’s uncomfortable self-pictured presence in the 
metropolitan setting as a grown-up. Both tendencies—an endorsement of colonial iconography, and a more 
or less direct subversion of it—are present in the families’ albums, and it results that in the Belgian Congo, 
Africans’ self-representation was produced along a spectrum of possibilities, rather than through an 
oppositional model.   
 Both the Freitas and Chenges were among the middle-class that was the primary addressee of 
InforCongo family imagery. Although both families’ distinct racial status positioned them differently on the 
colonial society’s chessboard, their relative economic affluence and level of education conflated them as the 
main audience of that African bourgeois ideal portrayed by the photographic agency. Both families’ positive 
response to the colonial iconography was dependent upon their access to it—living in urban settings where 
printed culture and exhibitions were most developed—and upon the more or less immediate rewards that 
their participation into the colonial model promised. The very assemblage of albums was an activity that 
pertained to bourgeois respectability, and these objects were rare. Throughout the colony and even within 
the city, very different photographic practices existed among Africans, and it is sufficient to observe Jean 
Depara’s views of night crowds and unbridled party-goers, or the corpus of itinerant photographers in rural 
areas, to understand that the Freitas and Chenge albums constituted just one aspect of the “image world.” 
 In his seminal text, The Burden of Representation, John Tagg famously enunciated that “photography as 
such has no identity. Its status as a technology varies with the power relations which invest it.”635 If Tagg’s 
call to examine these power relations has been acknowledged with nuance by theorists of Western 
photographies, in the context of Africa, the casting of European colonizers as unequivocal oppressors and 
                                                
635 John Tagg. The Burden of Representation. Essays on Photographies and Histories (Amherst : University of 
Massassuchessts Press, 1988), 118. 
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colonized Africans as invariable victims has been left largely unproblematized. Nevertheless, this study of the 
Belgian Congo has demonstrated that even within the apparently evident and clear-cut power dynamics of 
colonialism, the medium has been a genuine piece of photographic clay that has been molded according to 
the evolving local, metropolitan, and international contexts. It results that colonial photography has an 
identity as protean as one might find in any other deployment of the medium, and that African photographic 
practices within the colonial milieu are just as unpredictable and variable. The vastness of the continent and 
the multiplicity of colonial regimes that it has known urgently call for explorations of their myriad, complex, 
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